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T h e  L o st  L e t t e r :
S e e k in g  t h e  K e y s  t o
W il l ia m 's  A r t h u r i a d
Jo H n  D. Ra t e Lif f
The sales of Charles Williams 
Leapt up  by millions,
W hen a review er surm ised 
H e w as only Lewis disguised.
—J.R.R. Tolkien, circa 1943 (Carpenter 187)
The  s to r y  i s  w e l l  k n o w n  h o w ,  u p o n  th e  d e a th  of h is  fr ien d  an d  fellow  
Ink lin g  C harles W illiam s, C.S. L ew is p re p a re d  tw o  m em oria l vo lum es in  
h is  fr ien d 's  honor. T he first w as th e  essay  collection Essays Presented to Charles 
Williams [1947], a festschrift sa id  to  h av e  b een  a lread y  in  th e  w orks a t the  tim e 
of W illiam s 's  death , all b u t one of w h o se  co n trib u tin g  au th o rs  w ere  Inklings: 
Tolkien, Lew is, B arfield, G ervase  M athew , W arn ie  L ew is (h is first publication), 
an d  D oro thy  L. Sayers (the on ly  non-Ink ling ) — a lth o u g h  th is near-Ink ling - 
exclusiv ity  w as  inc iden ta l a n d  n o t b y  design , as is show n  b y  th e  fact th a t T.S. 
E liot w as asked  to  con tribu te  an  essay  on  W illiam s 's  d ram a  b u t in  th e  even t 
w as  n o t able to  com plete  it in  tim e.1 T his vo lum e is rem em b ered  to d ay  
p rim arily  as th e  first p lace of pub lica tion  of T o lk ien 's  sem inal essay  On Fairy- 
stories, ju s t as W illiam s is p rim arily  rem em b ered  for h is  association  w ith  Lew is 
(and, to  a lesser degree, Tolkien).
T he second  m em oria l is the m o n o g rap h -le n g th  Williams and the 
Arthuriad, b ased  on  a lecture  series of th e  sam e n am e  de livered  by  L ew is at 
O xfo rd  after W illiam s's  death , p u b lish ed  toge ther w ith  The Figure o f Arthur, 
W illiam s 's  u n fin ish ed  p ro se  accoun t of th e  G rail legend , as Arthurian Torso 
[1948]. So far as I know , th is is th e  on ly  tim e  one In k ling  ta u g h t a course on 
an o th e r Ink ling .2 In  th is w ork , L ew is so u g h t b o th  to  cham pion  an d  to  exp lain  
W illiam s 's  A rth u rian  cycle, as dep ic ted  in  Taliessin Through Logres [1938] an d
1 Cf. Lewis's letters inviting Eliot to participate (May 17th 1945; Collected Letters Vol. II 
page 650), agreeing on a choice of topic (June 1st 1945; II 658), worrying about the non­
arrival of his essay (February 28th and March 11th 1946; II 704), and finally the decision 
to go ahead without Eliot's contribution (May 17th 1946; II 710).
2 I am grateful to Janice Coulter for drawing this point to m y attention.
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The Region o f the Sum mer Stars [1944]. J u s t  a s  T o lk ie n 's  On Fairy-stories e s s a y  is  
t h e  m o s t  v a lu a b le  p a r t  o f  Essays Presented to Charles Williams, so  to o  th e  m o s t  
v a lu a b le  p a r t  o f  Williams and the A rthuriad  a r e  t h e  e x c e r p t s  i t  c o n ta in s  o f  a  l o n g  
l e t t e r  b y  W i l l i a m s  h im s e l f  e x p la in in g  th e  s y m b o l i s m  in  h i s  p o e m s :  t h e  'L o s t  
L e t te r ' o f  m y  t i t le .  A s  L e w is  te l l s  t h e  s to ry :
Since I h ad  heard  nearly  all of [W illiams's A rthurian  cycle] read aloud 
and  expounded by the author and had  questioned him  closely on  his 
m eaning I felt tha t I m ight be able to  com m ent on  it, though  imperfectly, 
yet usefully. H is m ost systematic exposition h ad  been given to me in  a 
long letter w hich (w ith  that u sual folly w hich forbids us to rem em ber 
tha t our friends can die) I d id  not preserve; bu t fortunately I copied 
large extracts from  it into the m argin  of my copy of Taliessin at the 
relevant passages. (Lewis, Torso 1)
I  m i g h t  s a y , a s  a n  a s id e ,  t h a t  th i s  is  e n t i r e ly  in  k e e p in g  w i t h  L e w is 's  
d i s r e g a r d  o f  m a n u s c r ip t s ,  h i s  o w n  a n d  o th e r  p e o p le 's .  A f te r  a ll, th i s  is  t h e  m a n  
w h o ,  T o lk ie n  s a id ,  d e s t r o y e d  t h e  o n ly  c o p y  o f  n o t  o n e  b u t  tw o  s to r ie s  b y  
T o lk ie n .3 G iv e n  s u c h  a  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  a c c o u n t ,  i t  s e e m e d  t h a t  W i l l i a m s 's  
c a r e f u l  e x p l ic a t io n  o f  h i s  s y m b o l i s m  w a s  lo s t  f o r e v e r .  I m a g in e  m y  s u r p r i s e ,  
th e n ,  w h e n  r e a d i n g  D ia n a  P a v la c  G ly e r 's  The Company They Keep a n d  f in d in g  
a m o n g  th e  e n d n o te s  ( b e in g  m y s e l f  a  r e a d e r ,  a n d  w r i t e r ,  o f  n o te s )  t h e  f o l lo w in g  
b o m b s h e ll :
U nbeknow nst to Lewis, W illiams kep t a typescript of this com m entary 
on  his A rthurian  work, and he d istributed  a num ber of copies of it [...].
O ne of these typescripts is available to researchers at the M arion E.
W ade Center. (Glyer 164n28)
I t  t u r n s  o u t  t h a t  L e w is  d i d  i n d e e d  d e s t r o y  th e  o r ig in a l ,  b u t  W il l ia m s  
h a d  k e p t  a  c o p y . I ts  s u r v iv a l  s e e m s  to  b e  l a r g e ly  u n k n o w n  a m o n g  L e w is  a n d  
I n k l in g  s c h o la r s ,  a l t h o u g h  W i l l i a m s  s c h o la r s  a r e  m o r e  c o g n iz a n t  o f  t h e  f a c t .4
3 The source for this information is an unpublished 'MS note by Tolkien' cited by 
Carpenter:
Tolkien recalled: 'He was indeed accustomed at intervals to throw away papers 
and books—and at such times he destroyed those that belonged to other people.
He "lost” not only official documents sent to him  by me, but sole MSS. of at least 
two stories.' (The Inklings 48 & 268)
4 Glyer cites "Ridler 178” as her source; this alludes to a passage in  Williams's 
posthumous essay collection The Image of the City and other Essays, ed. Anne Ridler (1958, 
pages 178-179), in  which Ridler prefaces her publication of the headnote from the Lost 
Letter w ith the following note (emphasis mine):
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Here I add, for the sake of clarity and w ith Professor Lewis's permission, a couple 
of passages from an exposition of Taliessin through Logres which Williams made 
for him. Professor Lewis had written the relevant parts of these into his own copy 
of the book, and had destroyed the original. He lamented this, when he came to 
write his Commentary, not realizing that Williams had kept and distributed 
some copies of it; but in fact all that is essential is to be found in the 
Commentary, I merely add Williams's own summary here for the reader's 
convenience. A.R.
David Llewellyn Dodds, in  his essay in  The Rhetoric of Vision, also quotes from the Lost 
Letter and devotes a long note to it on (Dodds, "Co-inherence" 197). The full Letter had 
been published as far back as 1965 by Glen Cavaliero in  the small-press journal Gnomon, 
but that piece is hardly accessible to Inklings scholars all these years later. I am grateful 
to Greval Lindop (author of the forthcoming biography of Williams) and Stephen Barber 
(Treasurer of the Charles Williams Society), Williamsians extraordinaire, for information 
about this little-known publication (GL to JDR, email of October 12 2010; SB to JDR, 
email of October 13 2010).
Finally much, but not all, of the contents of the Lost Letter were incorporated into 
the Charles Williams Society booklet The Taliessin Poems of Charles Williams, by Various 
Hands [1991]. Unfortunately, its presentation there is both incomplete and interwoven 
w ith commentary by others (Hadfield, Ridler, Shuttleworth, et al), so that it is sometimes 
difficult to identify which comments come from this particular source. In any case, such 
treatment tends to obscure the Lost Letter's unique nature of having been w ritten more 
or less at one sitting at a particular time and place and in response to specific stimulae 
(i.e., Lewis's questions).
The Lost Letter: Seeking the  Keys to W illiam s's A rthuriad
A n d  th an k s  to  W illiam s 's  d iscip les R aym ond  H u n t5 an d  especially  M argare t 
D oug las,6 b es t k n o w n  in T olkien circles as th e  w o m an  w ho  ty p ed  The Lord of 
the Rings (Letters o f JR R T  94), to d ay  w e  have, p rese rv ed  a t th e  W ade, no  few er 
th a n  th ree  d ifferen t ty p esc rip ts  (CW  MS-2, CW  MS-166, C W  MS-415) g iv ing  
th e  fu ll tex t of a d o cu m en t th o u g h t d es tro y ed  m ore  th a n  seven ty  years  ago. 
T his 'lo s t le tte r ', I w o u ld  argue, is th e  first of th ree  keys n e e d e d  to un lock  
W illiam s 's  poetry , to  find  o u r  w ay  th ro u g h  w h a t th e  Z aleskis, in  the ir n ew  
book  on  th e  Ink lings, call "a  n ea rly  im pene trab le  th icket of obscurities" 
(Zaleski 433). A n d  I th in k  the effort w o rth w h ile  because  L ew is considered  
W illiam s one of th e  tw o  or th ree  g rea test poets of th e  tw en tie th  cen tury , and  
h is  T aliessin  cycle to be one of th e  g rea test w orks of lite ra tu re  of the  cen tury . 
A nd W illiam s thought so too. H ence th e  im portance  of 'th e  lost le tte r ' to  h e lp  
u s  see bo th  W illiam s's  w o rk  as h e  saw  it, o r p u rp o r te d  to  see it, an d  p e rh ap s  
also w h a t Lew is saw  in it th a t so m a n y  o thers  h av e  failed  to  see.
5 For more on Raymond Hunt, see Appendix B at the end of this paper.
6 Hadfield, Williams's biographer, says of Douglas:
A trained typist, she [...] saved armfuls of his verse by typing it and putting it in 
order as he showed her. Much that would have become illegible by age and bad 
treatment has been saved because she could ask him to decipher it. (Hadfield 
180-181)
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T h e  Fir s t  K e y : A n s w e r s  t o  C.S. L e w i s  (Pr iv a t e  D e f i n i t i o n s )
C o m p a r in g  th e  fu l l  le t te r ,  a s  p r e s e r v e d  b y  D o u g la s  a n d  H u n t ,  w i th  
th o s e  e x c e r p t s  L e w is  c h o s e  to  p r e s e r v e  a n d  u s e  g iv e s  u s  a  w i n d o w  in to  L e w is 's  
r e - s h a p i n g  o f  h i s  f r i e n d 's  le g a c y . F o r  o n e  th in g ,  w e  d i s c o v e r  h o w  l i t t le  o f  th e  
o r ig in a l  l e t t e r  L e w is  t h o u g h t  w o r t h  p r e s e r v in g :  h i s  q u o te s  a n d  p a r a p h r a s e  to ta l  
o n ly  a b o u t  3 4 7  w o r d s  o u t  o f  a n  o r ig in a l  to ta l  o f  a b o u t  3 4 7 1 , o r  a  m e r e  t e n  
p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  w h o le .  A lso , s e e in g  th e  e x c e r p t s  u s e d  in  Williams and the 
A rthuriad  w i th in  t h e i r  o r ig in a l  c o n te x t  h ig h l ig h t s  w h a t  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  w o r k  
L e w is  f o c u s e d  a t t e n t io n  u p o n  a n d  w h a t  a s p e c t s  h e  i g n o r e d ,  m i s u n d e r s to o d ,  o r  
s u p p r e s s e d .  U n f o r tu n a t e ly ,  t h e  f o r m  th i s  L e t te r  t o o k  d o e s  n o t  r e a d i l y  m a k e  fo r  
p r e s e n t a t i o n  h e r e :  Answ ers to C.S. Lewis is  n o t  a n o th e r  Letter to Waldman , s e t t in g  
o u t  a t  l e n g th  a  p r iv a t e  m y th o lo g y  a n d  th e  c o n n e c t io n s  b e tw e e n  i t s  v a r io u s  
p a r t s .7 R a th e r ,  i t 's  c le a r  t h a t  L e w is  h a d  w r i t t e n  W i l l ia m s  a  ( le n g th y )  le t t e r  
a s k in g  s p e c if ic  q u e s t io n s ,  p o e m  b y  p o e m , t h a t  h a d  a r i s e n  d u r i n g  h i s  c lo s e  
r e a d i n g  o f  Taliessin through Logres, t h e  m i d d l e  o f  W i l l i a m s 's  t h r e e  A r t h u r i a n  
c o l le c t io n s . I t 's  i m p o r t a n t  to  n o t e  t h a t  th i s  L e t te r  h a s  n o t h i n g  to  s a y  a b o u t  The 
Region of the Sum mer Stars, a s  y e t  u n w r i t t e n ,  n o r  The A dven t of Galahad, w h ic h  
r e m a i n e d  u n p u b l i s h e d ,  n o r  Heroes and Kings, t h e  e a r l i e s t  o f  t h e  t h r e e  p u b l i s h e d  
b o o k s  in  t h e  c y c le , w h ic h  c u r io u s ly  e n o u g h  th e r e  is  n o  e v id e n c e  L e w is  e v e r  
r e a d .  A n d ,  a s  a  c a v e a t ,  L e w is  te l ls  u s  in  s o m e  c a s e s  t h a t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  n o t e  h e  
r e p r o d u c e s  is  s o m e w h a t  a b r i d g e d  o r  r e c a s t  (e .g ., Williams and the Arthuriad  99); 
th i s  t u r n s  o u t  to  b e  q u i t e  t r u e  a n d  r e v e a l s  t h a t  L e w is  is  s k i l l e d  a t  t h e  a r t  o f  
p a r a p h r a s e .  H o w e v e r ,  p a s s a g e s  L e w is  r e p r e s e n t s  a s  d i r e c t  q u o te s  a re , o n  
c o m p a r i s o n  w i t h  W i l l i a m s 's  o r ig in a l ,  s o m e tim e s  r e v e a l e d  to  b e  p a r a p h r a s e  a s  
w e l l .8 T h u s  i t 's  e v i d e n t  t h a t  L e w is  v a l u e d  ( s o m e  of) t h e  id e a s ,  b u t  n o t  t h e  e x a c t
7 Tolkien's lengthy letter to Milton Waldman, reproduced in  part as the preface to the 
second edition of The Silmarillion.
8 Thus Lewis writes on p. 99 of Williams and the Arthuriad
A note in my own hand (but it is either transcribed or abridged from a letter of 
Williams's) runs as follows: 'Broceliande, West of Logres, off Cornwall; both a 
forest and a sea—a sea-wood. It joins the sea of the Antipodes. Beyond it (at least 
beyond a certain part of it) is Carbonek; then the open sea; then Sarras. A place of 
making, home of Nimue. From it the huge shapes emerge, the whole matter of the 
form of Byzantium—and all this is felt in the beloved.'
The passage as Williams wrote it runs as follows; I have highlighted the words and 
phrases picked up by Lewis in  his paraphrase:
Broceliande is somewhere round Cornwall and Devon, to the west of Logres. It 
is regard both as a forest and as a sea—a sea-wood; in this sense it joins the sea 
of the antipodes which lies among its roots. Carbonek is beyond it, or at least 
beyond a certain part of it; C. stands between B. and the full open sea, beyond 
which is Sarras.
Mystically it is the 'm aking ' of things. Nimue is the Nature of Creation as the 
mother of Merlin (Time) and Brisen (Space); she is the source of movement and of
8   Mythlore 127, Fall/Winter 2015
distance (p. 77).+ She is almost the same state represented by the Emperor's 
Court, but more vast, dim, and aboriginal. The huge shapes emerge from B.; and 
the whole m atter of the form of the Empire. And all this is felt in  the beloved.
(this is reproduced almost verbatim in "Notes on the Arthurian Myth” 179 and in 
Gnomon 41-42)
+ [JDR Note:] the reference is to the next to last stanza of "The Departure of Merlin" in 
Taliessin through Logres.
It will be seen that Lewis's skillful paraphrase clarifies the natures and relative positions 
of various major sites, while the information about Williams's idiosyncratic family tree of 
Nimue as the mother of Merlin and his invention of Brisen, Merlin's sister, as well as 
these magical siblings' embodiment of Space and Time, respectively, appears elsewhere 
in  Lewis's commentary (see Williams and the Arthuriad 102).
By contrast, Lewis presents the following as a direct quote from Williams's letter 
(Williams and the Arthuriad 178):
According to Williams's note 'For them (i.e. Galahad and his companions) all that 
was Logres and the Empire has become this flight of doves. Galahad as a symbol 
of Christ now has necessity of being in himself.'
However, what Williams actually wrote is slightly different; again I have highlighted the 
parts taken verbatim from Williams's Letter in Lewis's version:
[...] from the point of view of the lords, Logres is dissolving behind them 
(although Bors is to return); all that was Logres & the Empire has become the 
flight of doves driving the ship on its way; at the point where Galahad is so 
united with Christ that he has alm ost a necessity of being in himself; doctrinally 
heretical, I fear (reprinted with only minor changes in Gnomon 45)
As will be seen, this is skillful paraphrase, but paraphrase nonetheless, and in this case 
wrongly presented as direct quotation. And, just as significantly, Lewis has quietly 
excised Williams's cheerful admission of heresy.
The Lost Letter: Seeking the  Keys to W illiam s's A rthuriad
w ord in g , of W illiam s 's  glosses, an d  th a t all passages in  Williams and the 
A rthuriad  p u rp o r te d ly  in  W illiam s's  o w n  w o rd s  sho u ld  be  ap p ro ach ed  w ith  
cau tion  b y  anyone  w ith o u t access to  the  o rig inal Letter: som etim es th e  read e r is 
ge ttin g  n o t W illiam s d irec tly  b u t W illiam s re p h ra se d  a n d  refocused  by  
L e w is—in  th e  w o rd  of J.R.R. Tolkien, Lewisified (Letters o f J.R.R. Tolkien 89).
T he b es t w ay , I th ink , to  convey  som e sense of Answ ers to C.S. Lewis is 
to  g ive a few  exam ples of its contents, bo th  to  em p h asize  its im portance  as a 
key  to  W illiam s 's  th o u g h t an d  to  h ig h lig h t L ew is 's  selectiveness. A side  from  a 
g enera l o p en in g  su m m ariz in g  som e m ajo r po in ts, th e  b u lk  of th e  Letter takes 
th e  fo rm  of glosses. E ach en try  opens w ith  a nam e  or p h rase  an d  then  
ex p o u n d s  u p o n  it: som etim es briefly , som etim es a t leng th . Som etim es u n d u e  
b rev ity  ren d e rs  th e  an sw er opaque, since w e do  n o t k n o w  th e  specific qu estio n  
L ew is w as  asking, m ere ly  the p o em  or passage  concerned. T hus, w h a tev e r 
q u e ry  L ew is p o sed  ab o u t the  p o em  "M o u n t B adon" (Taliessin through Logres 
[TtL] 16-18), W illiam s sim p ly  rep lied
Badon: yes.
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—p ro v id in g  an  an sw er th a t is brief, u n am b ig u o u s, a n d  u n h e lp fu l. T here are  a 
h a n d fu l of such  en tries, w hose  m ain  va lu e  is th a t th ey  show  L ew is d id  
a p p a ren tly  a p p re h e n d  a good  deal of W illiam s 's  sym bolism  on  h is  ow n.
U sually , th o u g h , W illiam s ex p an d ed  u p o n  such  affirm ations. T h u s in 
th e  en try  on  "T he S tar of Percivale" (TtL 46-47), W illiam s w rites
yes, the sam e girl, & the same m orning, I think, rather later. Or the next.
C learly , L ew is h a d  asked  if the  C aucasian  slave-g irl w h o  falls in  love w ith  
T aliessin  (the  figu re  in  th e  poem -cycle w ho  s tan d s  for W illiam s him self) in  th is 
p o em  is th e  sam e slave-g irl w h o m  T aliessin  finds sitting  in  th e  stocks for 
s trik ing  a fellow  se rv an t in  th e  n ex t poem , "T he A scent of th e  Spear" (TtL  48­
50). T he tw o  figu res are  certa in ly  sim ilar, b u t th e re 's  n o  w ay  w e could  h av e  
k n o w n  for su re  it w as the  sam e person , since p o e t-w o rsh ip p in g  slave-g irls are 
a recu rren t m o tif m o v in g  th ro u g h  W illiam s's  A rth u riad ; th ey  ap p ea r in  a t least 
tw o  o th er po em s in  th is book, p lu s  tw o  m ore  o u t of th e  e ig h t in  Region o f the 
Sum m er Stars.9
O th er tim es, W illiam s's  an sw ers  ra ise  as m a n y  difficulties as they  
solve. T hus, h e  exp la in s fou r d iffe ren t layers of sym bolism  rep re sen ted  by  
'Is lam ,' w h ich  dom ina tes th e  so u th e rn  h a lf  of h is  gynecom orph ica l m ap , 
te lling  L ew is th a t
Islam is (a) Deism (b) M anichaenism  (c) heavy m orality  (d) Islam 10
—T hus, W illiam s tells L ew is th a t h is  p rim a ry  m ean in g  for 'Is lam ' is to  equate  
it w ith  D eism ; th a t is, th e  id ea  d o m in an t d u rin g  th e  18 th -cen tu ry  
E n lig h ten m en t th a t o u r w o rld  w as  m a d e  b y  a rem ote  crea to r-god  w ho  h as 
en tire ly  w ith d ra w n  an d  p lays no  p a r t in  o u r d a ily  w o rld  (as o p p o sed  to  The 
E m pero r in  B yzantium , w h o  in  W illiam s's  m y th  is G od  H im self, sen d in g  o u t
9 "The Sister of Percivale" (TtL 51-53), where Taliessin enjoys watching the body of a 
Caucasian slave-girl as she goes about her work drawing water; "The Coming of 
Galahad" (TtL 69-74), where a favored slave she asks an insightful question which 
Taliessin evasively answers; "The Departure of Dindrane" (RSS 29-33), in which the 
slave rejects freedom in order to choose a lifetime of slavery with Taliessin as her master; 
and "The Queen's Servant" (Region of the Summer Stars [RSS] 39-42), in  which a slave girl 
(it is unclear whether it is the same or another) is unwillingly freed and forced to leave 
Taliessin's service. That Williams romanticized slavery is evident not just from these 
poems but from his expressing a wish, in  a letter to his wife, that he could personally 
own a slave (To Michal from Serge 220).
10 Also reproduced almost verbatim in "The Arthurian Myth" 178 and in  Gnomon 40, 
except that the latter substitutes "Theism" for "Deism"; the manuscripts differ as to 
which reading is correct.
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'lo g o th e tes ' [adm in istra to rs] a n d  'n u n ti i ' [envoys] w ho  are  n o t ju s t m essengers  
b u t literal angels). T his h e lp s  exp la in  P a lom ides ' logical an d  d e tach ed  h igh ly  
ra tio n a l m in d , a n d  h is  exp ressing  h is  p ass io n  for Iseu lt in  geom etrical te rm s 
("T he C om ing  of P alom ides,"T tL  33-37). B ut th e  eq u a tio n  of Is lam  a n d  D eism  
w o u ld  com e as a su rp rise , to  say  th e  least, to  m o s t M uslim s, o r an y  n o n ­
M uslim  s tu d en t of th a t relig ion. F u rtherm ore , it seem s en tire ly  a t o d d s  w ith  
th e  second  layer of m ean ing , since D eism  a n d  M an ichaen ism  are  stark ly  
d iffe ren t th ings. T hat W illiam s connects Is lam  w ith  M an ichaen ism  (the  idea  
th a t o u r w o rld  is a b a ttleg ro u n d  be tw een  tw o  g rea t pow ers, one good  an d  the 
o th er evil) exp la ins h is  o therw ise  baffling  reference in  "T he Son of L ancelot" 
(TtL  57) to "iconoclastic  here tica l licen tia tes of M anes" p reach in g  w a r against 
th e  E m pire  (th a t is, C h ris tendom ) from  p u lp its  in  C o rdova . B ut again  th is 
iden tifica tion  bears  n o  recogn izab le  resem blance a t all to  rea l Islam , w hose 
caliphs su p p re ssed  M anichaeism  w h e rev e r th ey  en co u n te red  it. T he th ird  layer 
of sym bolism , u s in g  'Is lam ' as sh o rth an d  for an y  rep ressive  re lig ion  w ith  a 
stric t code of conduct, is m o re  fam iliar, b e in g  alive a n d  w ell in  o u r tim e, 
un fo rtu n a te ly . A n d  finally  an d  fourth ly , to  p a rap h ra se  Dr. F reud , som etim es 
'Is lam ' is ju s t Is la m —w hich  is good  to  know , b u t un h e lp fu l. T he fou rth  
m ean in g  is th e  obv ious one an y  read e r w o u ld  assum e, an d  the th ird  layer is 
n o t th a t h a rd  to  guess a t s im p ly  th ro u g h  re a d in g  th e  poem s. B ut those  first an d  
second  layers are, I w o u ld  say, d ifficult to  tease ou t, a n d  I d o u b t th a t it 's  
possib le  to  com bine all fou r in to  a coheren t w ho le  (though  L ew is tries 
m anfu lly , b u t I th in k  unsuccessfu lly , in  Williams and the Arthuriad, w h ere  he  
eq u a te s  W illiam s's  Is lam  w ith  'a ll re lig ions th a t a re  a fra id  of m a tte r  an d  afra id  
of m y s te ry '; 124).
For all p ractical p u rp o ses, I th in k  th e  lesson  w e  sho u ld  take  from  th is 
an d  sim ilar g losses is th a t it 's  b es t to  th in k  of 'Is lam ' as it ap p ea rs  in  W illiam s's 
A rth u r ia d  as a com posite  fictional re lig ion  crea ted  to  h o ld  u p  in  con trast to  h is 
o w n  id ea lized  C hris tian ity , a ssum ing  cham eleon-like w h a tev e r aspect of non- 
C h ris tian ity  h e  n eed s  a t the  tim e. The sim ple tru th  is th a t W illiam s h a s  no  
in te rest in  ac tua l Is lam  (elsew here h e  p ra ises  th e  crusades, liken ing  th em  to the 
A llied  libera tion  of F rance from  N azi contro l — The Figure o f A rth u r  60-61) any  
m ore  th a n  h e  cares ab o u t the  ac tua l h is to ry  of th e  B yzantine E m pire  or D ark - 
A ge Britain. The h is to rica l s itua tion  rep resen ted  b o th  b y  th e  m ap  
accom pany ing  Taliessin through Logres an d  even ts in  th e  poem s are  W illiam s's 
m y th ic  inven tion : aspects of h is  subcrea ted  m y th ic  w o rld , an d  as such  do  n o t 
co rrespond  to  rea l-w o rld  h isto ry , an y  m ore  th a n  do  th e  u su a l kn igh ts-in -a rm or 
in  M alo ry  e t al. th a t w e  u su a lly  associate w ith  the  n am es Lancelot, G uinevere, 
an d  G a lah ad  (in an y  case, a h is to rica l A rth u r  w o u ld  h av e  lived  an d  d ied  a 
cen tu ry  before  M o h am m ed  p roc la im ed  Islam ).
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O r, to p ick  a s im p ler exam ple, W illiam s a t one p o in t refers to  Ju p ite r 
an d  its tw o  m oons ("T he C om ing  of G alahad ,"  TtL  74). L ew is s im ply  rem arks 
in  p ass in g  "W illiam s seem s to  h av e  fo rgo tten  th a t [Jupiter] h a s  fou r"  (171). But 
it 's  far m ore  likely  th a t W illiam s k n ew  an d  d id n 't  care: if the sym bolism  in  the 
p o em  req u ires  Ju p ite r to  h av e  on ly  tw o  m oons, th en  in  W illiam s 's  w o rld  tw o  
m o o n s Ju p ite r w ill have . C o m p ared  w ith  this, it on ly  seem s o d d ly  q u irk y  th a t 
W illiam s w o u ld  iden tify  th e  G rea t R ed  S pot on  Ju p ite r w ith  th e  D o lo rous 
Blow:
Pelles [the Fisher-King] bleeds 
below  Jupiter's red-pierced planet.
("Taliessin in  the Rose-Garden," Region of the Summer Stars [RSS] 27)
O r, as L ew is he lp fu lly  explicates (a  g o o d  exam ple  of h is  ability  to  e lucidate  
W illiam s 's  m ore  obscure lines), "Jup iter, th e  p la n e t of K ingsh ip  [...] becom es, 
like the w o u n d e d  K ing  Pelles, an o th e r ectype  of th e  D iv ine K ing  [Christ] 
w o u n d e d  on  C alvary" (Williams and the Arthuriad  150).
T h e  Se c o n d  K e y : T h e  G y n e c o m o r p h ic a l  M a p  (Pr iv a t e  G e o g r a p h y )
A n d  h ere  w e  com e u p o n  one  of th e  g rea t d ifficulties in  re ad in g  
W illiam s 's  A rth u r ian  poem s: w h en  h e  seem s m o st firm ly  g ro u n d e d  in  th e  real 
w o rld  h e  m a y  w ell be  off in  w h a t C.S. L ew is called "p riv a tism " (W illiams and 
the Arthuriad  188). T h u s references to  rea l-w o rld  g eo g rap h y  an d  h is to ry  and  
astro n o m y  are  u su a lly  w ays in  w h ich  th e  re ad e r ge ts a g ro u n d in g  in  the  w o rld  
of a story, b u t h e re  tak en  lite ra lly  th ey  create n o th in g  b u t a hopeless m u d d le . 
H ence  th e  im p o rtan ce  of th e  'L ost L e tte r' in  exp la in ing  som e of W illiam s's  
p riv a te  vocabulary . A n o th e r p iece th a t like th e  L ost L etter is ex ternal to  the 
verse-cycle b u t crucial to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  it can  be fo u n d  in  w h a t J.R.R. T olkien 
d u b b ed  W illiam s 's  'gyn eco m o rp h ica l' m a p  ("O ur D ear C harles W illiam s," line 
30). D raw n  b y  staff a rtis t L yn ton  L am b, a colleague of W illiam s 's  a t A m en 
H ouse , it fo rm ed  th e  en d p a p e rs  of Taliessin through Logres; H ad fie ld  tells u s  
th a t it w as d ra w n  carefully  to W illiam s's  specifications ("exact d irec tion") an d  
th a t b o th  W illiam s a n d  L am b w ere  "v e ry  p leased  a t the  resu lt"  (152).
T he concept u n d e rly in g  th is m a p  w as so m ew h at m ore  sub tle  th a n  its 
c ru d e  an d  u n in ten tio n a lly  com ical appea ran ce  w o u ld  suggest. O ne of the 
cornerstones of W illiam s 's  belief, as im p o rtan t to  h im  as Escape, R ecovery, and  
C onso la tion  w ere  to  T o lk ien 's  th ough t, w as w h a t h e  called 'C o -inherence .' A t 
its roo t th is  is th e  id ea  th a t w e  are all connected , so th a t all o f h u m a n ity  m akes 
u p  a la rger entity , a lm ost like th e  G aia theorem . T h ink  of D o n n e 's  "an y  m an 's  
d ea th  d im in ishes m e, because  I am  in v o lv ed  in  m a n k in d "  (D onne, M ed ita tion  
XVII), b u t tak en  lite ra lly —except tha t, for W illiam s, th e  d ead  rem ain  p a r t of
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(From David Llewellyn Dodds, ed. Arthurian Poets: Charles Williams.)
th e  com m union , able to  act an d  be acted  u p o n  (e.g., in  th e  po em  "T aliessin  on 
th e  D eath  of V irgil" [TtL 31-32] a n d  th e  novel A ll Hallows' Eve, one of w hose  
m a in  characters becom es a ghost ju s t befo re  th e  sto ry  starts).
A ll C h ris tendom , as W illiam s conceives it, is a single en tity , w h ich  he  
analog ized  as b e in g  para lle l to a (fem ale) h u m a n  b o d y .11 A n d  since any  
com plex  o rgan ism  m a y  h ave  specialized  cells to  deal w ith  specialized  
functions, h e  a ss igned  to  v a rio u s p a rts  of th e  b o d y  w h a t h e  saw  as ap p ro p ria te  
roles, so th a t W illiam s can allegorically  u se  reference  to  those  b o d y  p a rts  as 
code for th e  th in g  sym bolized . T hus, w h en  h e  w an ts  to ta lk  ab o u t sex, he  
in serts  a reference to  th e  C aucuses, o r C aucasian  g irls; w e h e a r q u ite  a lo t in  
th e  poem s ab o u t the  ro u n d e d  bo ttom  or cu rv ed  base  of em pire . O n  those 
su rp ris in g ly  ra re  occasions w h en  h e  w an ts  to  evoke theo logy  (specifically 
Scholasticism  a n d  th e  g rea t theo log ical colleges of th e  H ig h  M id d le  A ges), he  1
11 Williams may have been inspired here by Thomas Hardy, who in  a passage Williams 
quotes approvinglyt from The Dynasts compares the map of Europe to a hum an body:
[...] Europe is disclosed as a prone and emaciated figure, the Alps shaping like a 
backbone, and the branching mountain-chains like ribs, the peninsular plateau of 
Spain forming a head. (Poetry at Present 15)
tWilliams says of the passage in which these lines occur that it "contains some of the 
greatest sentences that Hardy has written" (ibid.)
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m en tio n s th e  b reas ts  of G aul, I th in k  on  th e  p rin c ip le  th a t theo logy  is the 
'm o th e r 's  m ilk ' th a t n o u rish es  fa ith  (from  a m ore  p uck ish  allegorist I 'd  h ave  
su sp ec ted  som e p riv a te  joke ab o u t F rance  b e in g  th e  boobs of th e  em pire , b u t 
such  seem s n o t to  be  th e  case w ith  W illiam s). The h a n d s  are  crossed  a t R om e 
because  for W illiam s th e  m o s t im p o rta n t function  of h a n d s  (ev o k ed  rep ea ted ly  
in  the poem s as "h ea rt-b reak in g  m an u a l acts") is to  p e rfo rm  th e  sacram en t of 
tran sfo rm in g  b read  a n d  w ine  in to  C h ris t's  b o d y  a n d  b lood  d u rin g  th e  m ass. 
Som e of these  iden tifica tions seem  a rb itra ry —w h y  th e  rig h t e lbow  of the 
E m pire  is a t C ordova, in  M oorish  Spain  (from  w hence  com e attacks aga in s t the 
E m pire), w hile  th e  left e lbow  is a t som e u n d iffe ren tia ted  p o in t u p  n o rth  of the 
Black Sea, I h av e  no  idea, n o r w h y  h e  sh o u ld  h av e  p laced  th e  b u n g -h o le  of the 
E m pire , th e  p o in t of defecation , in  th e  g rea t P ers ian  city of Isp ah an  (W illiam s 
seem s to h av e  really h a te d  dualism ).
T he m o s t a p p a ren tly  a rb itra ry  of th em  all, P 'o -lu , cou rt of the 
H ead less  E m pero r, is also th e  m o s t revealing , for w e h av e  tw o  ex p lana tions for 
it: one, p a r t of W illiam s 's  m y th ic  geog raphy , w h ich  h e  sh a red  w ith  L ew is in 
th e  L ost L etter, a n d  w h ich  is c learly  specious, an d  th e  o th er deep ly  p rivate , 
w h ich  W illiam s concealed  from  L ew is b u t w h ich  is essen tia l to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  
W illiam s 's  m ythos; a p o in t to  w h ich  w e 'll re tu rn .
If th e  m a p  w ith  its  a llegorized  h u m a n  b o d y  seem s strange, I suspect 
it 's  because  h e re  W illiam s is b e in g  s trong ly  in fluenced  by  h is  occult 
an tec ed en ts—an d  b y  its v e ry  defin ition  occultism  is h id d en , secret, 
d e libera te ly  im p en e trab le  to  th e  non-in itia te . I t 's  easy  to  fo rget th a t W illiam s 
w as  n o t ju s t k n ow ledgeab le  ab o u t th e  occult b u t an  occultist, a p rac tic ing  
cerem onial m ag ic ian  w ho  o w ned , a n d  u sed , ritu a l robes, w an d , an d  
cerem onial sw o rd  (H ad fie ld  29, 31, 106). W hile it is tru e  th a t h e  n ev er b e longed  
to  th e  o rig inal G o lden  D aw n  (w hich  h a d  sp lin te red  in  1903, w h en  W illiam s 
w as  ju s t a teenager, fo llow ing  a p o w er strugg le  be tw een  W.B. Y eats an d  
A le is ter C row ley  over contro l of th e  g roup ), h e  w as  d eep ly  invo lved  in  one of 
its successor g ro u p s , A.E. W aite 's  Fellow sh ip  of th e  R osy  C ross, an  explicitly  
C h ris tian ized  v a rian t of th e  G o lden  D aw n  focused  m ore  on  m ystic ism  th an  
cerem onial m ag ic .12 Indeed , R om a K ing  in  h is  n o tes  to  W illiam s 's  le tte rs tells 
u s  th a t W illiam s a lw ays re fe rred  to  W aite 's  g ro u p  as " th e  G o lden  D aw n " (To 
M ichal from  Serge 276). W illiam s w as a ded ica ted  an d  dev o ted  long-tim e 
m em b er of W aite 's  F ellow ship ; th e re  are  even  h in ts  in  R.A. G ilbert's  b io g rap h y  
of W aite  (G ilbert, Waite 148-150) th a t th e  la tte r m a y  h av e  h a d  W illiam s in  m in d  
as h is  u ltim a te  successor, to  ev en tu a lly  ascend  to  becom e M aster of the
12 Waite is best remembered today, not as the founder of an occult order nor as the best 
friend of writer Arthur Machen, but for having created the modern tarot deck, best 
known as the 'Rider-Waite' Tarot.
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F ellow ship . Instead , to  W aite 's  d ism ay  W illiam s left W aite 's  g ro u p  in  o rd e r to 
fo u n d  h is o w n  O rder, th e  C om pan ions of th e  C o-inherence.13
T hose w ho  h av e  w ritten  on  W illiam s have , w ith  th e  no tab le  excep tion  
of G av in  A sh en d en , b een  re lu c tan t to  acknow ledge h is  d eep  a n d  ab id ing  
in te rest in  th e  occult. Yet it is se lf-ev iden t th a t W illiam s d rew  d irec tly  on  th is 
k n o w led g e  in  h is  A rth u r ian  cycle. For exam ple, h e  u ses astro logy, ligh tly  in 
"T he C om ing  of G alah ad "  (cf. TtL  74), "T he A scent of th e  S pear"  (TtL 49), an d  
"T he C alling  of T aliessin" (RSS 17), b u t m u ch  m o re  deep ly  in  "T aliessin  in  the 
R ose-G arden" (RSS, esp. 25-28). K abalism  (the Sephiro tic  tree) in fo rm s "T he 
D eath  of P a lom ides" (TtL  78 & 96), w h ile  som e k in d  o f pa lm -m ag ic  em p loy ing  
geom etric  sym bology  u n d e rlie s  th e  fifth  section  of "T he V ision of E m pire" (TtL  
9).14
13 H adfield describes the  founding of th is O rder in  1939, p rin ts its Credo (173-174), and  
even nam es several mem bers: M argaret Douglas, U rsula G rundy, Phyllis Potter, Charles 
H adfield, Thelma Shuttlew orth, and  herself (217). Joan W alsh an d  Anne Renwick m ay 
also have been  later-day m em bers (Hadfield is vague on this point), w hile Lois Lang- 
Sims joined tow ards the end  of W illiam s's life and  was expelled a few m onths later (in 
1943-44). Note how ever that this is only the g roup 's form al (re)organization: it had  
existed in  less form alized form  for perhaps a decade an d  m ore b y  this point, very  likely 
from  the  tim e he left W aite's Fellow ship of the Rosy Cross in  1928.
A lthough this is only speculation on  m y part, I suspect W illiam s's reluctance to 
form alize the  group  (described b y  H adfield, 173), derived from  his w ish  to  m aintain  
absolute pow er and  the greatest possible degree of secrecy. He h ad  learned the  lesson of 
M acGregor M athers and  Westcott, founders of the G olden Dawn, that to  create a 
structure and  organization was to risk losing control over said organization. So long as 
m eetings betw een  m em bers w ere a one-on-one affair arranged entirely  b y  Williams 
himself, he h ad  absolute power; p u tting  m em bers in  touch  w ith  one another risked their 
tak ing action on  their ow n initiative.
14 W illiams w rites
the planes of palms, the mid-points of hid cones, 
opened in Lombardy, the cone's point in Rome [...]
Finger-nails, weaklings of seedtime, scratched the soil 
till by iron nails the toil was finished in the time of our need, 
the sublime circle of the cone's bottom [...] 
the heart-breaking manual acts of the Pope.
If this is difficult, th en  W illiam s's gloss of th is passage finds h im  at his m ost incoherent: 
The cones are more difficult to explain. The delicate and sensitive palms are 
conceived as full of points from which cones flow dow n—into? into the substance 
of our being. The mass of the points makes up the activities and passivities of the 
hands, for which Rome stands; which is an image of Byzantium as the hands of 
the whole being. The nails are (i) evolutionary and agricultural (ii) amorous (iii) 
architectural. The 'circle' at the bottom of our substance is Christ; 'seed-springing 
surrender' the Fructiferous Passion. The nails then are the actual nails. (Answers 
for C.S. Lewis, CW MS-2; rpt Gnomon 41 and in part in Various Hands 15)
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T he m o st p rev a len t fo rm  of m ag ic  ap p ea rin g  in  th e  T aliessin  poem s is 
a k in d  of tan tric  m agic. W illiam s seem s p a rticu la rly  d ra w n  to scenes w h ich  
describe a fem ale in itia te  s trip p in g  n ak ed  an d  be in g  s troked  w ith  a h aze l ro d  
b y  th e  (m ale) m ag ic ian , w ho  rem ains fu lly  clo thed. W e h av e  tw o  such 
descrip tions of spells b e in g  cast in  th is m an n er, the  firs t in  "T he C alling  of 
T aliessin ," in w h ich  it is Brisen, M erlin 's  sister, w ho  becom es n u d e  w hile  bo th  
M erlin  an d  T aliessin  rem ain  fu lly  clo thed  (RSS 17). T he scene is echoed  by  
an o th e r in  "T he Q u een 's  Servan t," in  w h ich  it is one of th e  slave girls 
d iscussed  above w h o  d isrobes to  p ro v id e  th e  n u d e  b o d y  a n d  T aliessin , w ho  
aga in  rem ains fu lly  clothed, w ho  perfo rm s the  spell (R SS  40-41).
W h a t are  w e  to  m ak e  of th is? It 's  p ro b ab ly  b es t to  a d m it it  u p  fron t 
th a t th e re 's  ev ery  reason  to  th in k  W illiam s liked  w o m en 's  n ak ed  bod ies (he 
w o u ld  n o t be  th e  first E nglish  p o e t of w h o m  th is could  be  said). T hey  app ea r 
n o t ju s t on  th e  gynecom orph ica l m a p  (w hich, it m u s t be p o in ted  out, w o u ld  
h av e  w o rk ed  ju s t as w ell, for p u rp o se s  of sym bology, if th e  h u m a n  figu re  there  
h a d  been  fu lly  clo thed) b u t also in  "T he Q u een 's  S ervant" (RSS  40-41), "T he 
C alling  of T aliessin" (RSS  17ff), a n d  "L am oracke 's  Song to  M orgause" (Heroes 
and Kings [H&K] [43]-[49]), the  la tte r of w h ich  is illu s tra ted . In  particu lar, 
W illiam s show s a d isconcerting  in te rest in  w o m en 's  bo ttom s. T his ap p ea rs  n o t 
ju s t in  h is  p o e try  b u t carries over in to  rea l life: H ad fie ld  tells the  sto ry  of one 
disciple, a fa ith fu l a tten d ee  o f W illiam s 's  L ondon  n ig h t school lectures, w h o m  
h e  p e rsu a d e d  to  com e to h is  office before  lectures, w h ere  he  o rd e red  h e r  to 
b e n d  over so th a t h e  cou ld  stroke  h e r  b o tto m  w ith  a cerem onial sw o rd  h e  k ep t 
in  th e  office.15 W h en  she objected, h e  rep lied  "T his is necessary  for th e  poem ." 
T his activ ity  co n tinued  for several years, even  after W illiam s h a d  sh ifted  h is 
base  of op e ra tio n s to O x fo rd —H ad fie ld  quo tes from  an  u n p u b lish e d  W illiam s 
le tter in  w h ich  h e  o rd e rs  th e  sam e discip le  to com e to  O xford , specify ing  the 
cause: "I am  stuck  in  th e  poem , com e on  F riday , tell m e  the  tra in "  (H adfield  
106).
A ll th is m ig h t be  d ism issed  as an  un re liab le  n a rra tiv e  if it w ere  the 
on ly  such  account, b u t th e  anon y m o u s d isc ip le 's  sto ry  is no t th e  on ly  such 
testim ony, b e in g  echoed  b y  Lois L ang-S im s' accoun t in  Letters to Lalage of h e r 
o w n  sim ilar experiences (Lang-Sim s 68). Both L ang-S im s a n d  th e  o th e r w om an
15 At first glance, the incredible claim that Williams kept a ceremonial sword in  his office 
w ould seem to cast doubt on this account. However, R.A. Gilbert's history of the Golden 
Dawn explains that while each initiate in that Order was required to consecrate his or 
her robe, wand, and sword, the 'sw ord' was typically the size of a knife (Gilbert 63). If 
we assume Waite carried this practice over into his Rectified Order and later Fellowship, 
then it's quite possible that Williams's 'sw ord' was no larger than  a letter opener and 
might easily have been kept in a desk drawer.
16   Mythlore 127, Fall/Winter 2015
The Lost Letter: Seeking the Keys to Williams's Arthuriad
(from Heroes and Kings [45])
describe these  en coun te rs  as "a  ritua l,"  an d  L ang-S im s exp la ins th e ir pu rpose: 
W illiam s fo u n d  th a t h e  cou ld  sub lim ate  sexual s tim u la tion  in to  p o e try  (69). 
T h u s b y  su m m o n in g  y o u n g  w o m en  to  h is office h e  could  fo nd le  th e m  in 
p riv a te , becom e a ro u sed , sen d  th e m  aw ay  w ith o u t co n su m m atin g  th a t arousal, 
an d  w rite .
T his p a tte rn  is fo llow ed closely in  "L am oracke 's  Song to  M orgause ,"  
p e rh a p s  W illiam s's  m o s t su rp ris in g  poem , fo u n d  in  the  firs t book  in  h is 
A rth u rian  cycle, Heroes and Kings [1930]. T his little -know n  piece describes the 
b o n d ag e  p la y  be tw een  A rth u r 's  sister an d  P erc ivale 's  b ro ther; h e re  is a 
rep resen ta tiv e  excerpt:
I Lamoracke have bound  to-day 
the queen  m y m istress in  our play.
T hough she contended, w ith  w hite hands,
I have driven  her courage into flight 
and  m ade her body fast w ith  bands, 
doing her arrogance despite, 
till the queen, till the queen w as fain 
to  p ray  to be released again [...]
—Heroes and Kings [43]
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I w o u ld  say  'a n d  so fo rth ', b u t th e  m o s t sign ifican t th in g  ab o u t the  p o em  is th a t 
a t th is  po in t, h a v in g  s tr ip p ed  th e  qu een  n a k e d  an d  tied  h e r  d o w n  on  th e  bed , 
he lp less, h e r lover (still fu lly  clo thed, as w e  see from  th e  w oodcu t) sits dow n , 
p icks u p  h is  h a rp , a n d  sings a song  to  h is  cap tive aud ience  —a song  in sp ired  b y  
h e r  n ak ed  b o d y  a n d  the  fo rep lay  th ey  h a d  ju s t shared , w hose  consum m ation  is 
defe rred  w h ile  th e  k n ig h t tran sfo rm s th a t en e rg y  in to  com position . In  short, 
h e re  w e are  seeing  in  poetic  fo rm  a ritu a l w e  k n o w  W illiam s frequen tly  
re so rted  to h im self, a lbeit in  m ore  m u te d  fo rm  in  rea l life.
A nd, lest w e  th in k  th is is all m etapho ric , like th e  n a k e d  w o m an 's  
b o d y  on  th e  gynecom orph ic  m ap , W illiam s chose to  h av e  th is p iece illu s tra ted  
b y  an  w o o d cu t th a t show s th e  fu lly  clad  k n ig h t b e n d in g  over th e  n a k e d  b o u n d  
figu re  o f the  queen  sp raw led  u p o n  th e  b ed .
T h ere 's  a lo t I cou ld  say  ab o u t th is poem , a n d  w h a t it says ab o u t 
W illiam s, b u t I th in k  th e  essen tia l p o in t is s im ply  th is: I w o u ld  say  th a t a m an  
m a y  e ither lay  claim  to b e in g  th e  g rea t C h ris tian  theological p o e t o f h is tim e, 
w ritin g  an  ep ic  cycle ab o u t th e  fa ilu re  o f th e  Second  C om ing , w h en  A rth u r  and  
h is  cou rt m issed  th e ir chance to  tran sfo rm  the  w o rld  v ia  th e  G rail. O r h e  can 
w rite , a n d  pub lish , illu s tra ted  b o n d ag e  p o e try . B ut n o t b o th .
T h e  T h ir d  K e y : A u t o b io g r a p h ic a l  (Pr iv a t e  P e r s o n a e )
A n d  h e re  I th ink  w e com e u p  aga in s t th e  th ird  a n d  m o s t im p o rtan t of 
all th e  'K eys ' to  u n lo ck in g  the m ean in g  of W illiam s's  A rth u r ia n  poem s: the 
au tob iog raph ica l e lem en t. The Ink lings m a y  h av e  h a d  th e  h ab it (derived  no  
d o u b t from  E nglish  pub lic  schools) of g iv in g  each o ther n icknam es ('T ollers,' 
'H u m p h re y ,' 'H u g o ') , b u t W illiam s (w ho w as not so fo rtu n a te ly  schooled) 
carried  the  practice  to  extrem es, ass ign ing  a p e rso n a  to  accom pany  the  nam e  
th u s  b es to w ed . T h u s for h im  H u m p h re y  M ilfo rd  (la ter Sir H u m p h rey ), h is  
boss a t A m en  H o u se  (the L ondon  office of O xfo rd  U n iv ers ity  Press), w as 
'C aesa r ' and , in  th e  A rth u rian  poem s, A rth u r h im self. W illiam s 's  m ost loyal 
d iscip le  (and  one o f th e  few  m en  am o n g  th e  C om pany), R ay m o n d  H u n t, w as 
'D in ad in ,' th e  co u rt's  unoffic ia l jester. T aliessin  is W illiam s him self, an d  the 
love of W illiam s 's  life, P hy llis Jones, w h o m  W illiam s h a d  earlie r d u b b ed  
'P h illid a ' (by w h ich  h e  p rob ab ly  m e a n t 'th e  L oved  O ne ') a n d  th en  'C elia ' 
( 'H eav en ly  O ne '), ap p ea rs  successively  as T aliessin 's  beloved: firs t as The 
P rincess of B yzan tium  (H&K), an d  B lanchefleur (T tL )/D indrane (RSS). A t first 
g lance it w o u ld  seem  as if L ang-S im s's  so m ew h a t p rob lem atic  re la tionsh ip  
w ith  W illiam s is re co rd ed  in  "T he Q u een 's  Servant," th e  s to ry  of th e  slave-g irl 
sen t from  T aliessin 's  h o u se  ag a in s t h e r w ill, b u t th e  ch ronology  a rgues 
o therw ise: L ang-S im s en te red  W illiam s's  in n e r circle ju s t a little  too  la te  to  
h av e  in sp ired  th e  po em  in  The Region o f the Sum mer Stars, an d  it seem s
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ov erw h elm in g ly  p robab le  th a t th e  po em  "T he Q u e e n 's  S ervant" refers to  som e 
o therw ise  u n reco rd ed  even ts w ith  y e t ano ther of h is  u n n a m e d  d iscip les.16
D esp ite  this, L ang-S im s's account offers u s  a ra re  first-nam e look at 
h o w  W illiam s crea ted  one of these  p e rso n ae  an d  in se rted  it in to  h is  A rth u rian  
m y th —n o t (and  th is is crucial) because  th e  m y th  h a d  a lack th a t w as th u s  filled 
b u t in s tead  to  b rin g  th e  even ts in  h is  da ily  life an d  h is  m y th  in to  paralle l, so 
th a t the  m y th  could  serve as a k in d  of enco d ed  au to b io g rap h y , a ro m an  a clef. 
In  Letters to Lalage, she traces the v a rio u s steps b y  w h ich  she w as in v ited  to  join 
T he C om pan ions of th e  C o-inherence, g iv en  a n am e  w ith in  th e  m y th  
("Lalage"), an d  ass igned  a ro le to  p lay . A fter several h in ts  th a t h e  sees h e r  as a 
slave-girl (e.g. 40, 42) an d  ripe  for p u n ish m e n t (ibid), W illiam s bestow s her 
w ith  a n am e  in  a b rie f v ignette: "L alage h e a rd  h e r  n am e  called  an d  looked  u p  
hastily "  (52; le tte r of 22 D ecem ber 1943). H e r fu ll back -sto ry  arrives prefaced  
w ith  a quote  from  H orace: Dulce ridemtam Lalagam amabo, dulce loquentam  (Book 
I, O d e  22), w h ich  m ean s  ro ugh ly
Sweetly laughing, sweetly speaking,
Lalage I w ill love.
W illiam s continues
A nd since he [Horace] w as chronologically before Taliessin, I suppose 
the K ing's poet m ight have seen a m anuscrip t in  Byzantium  where, no 
doubt, in  the suburbs, h e —bought? say so in  the M yth—the Greek slave 
Lalage, w hose particular w ork it w as (they say) to see tha t all the 
candles in  the house w ere lit at the p roper tim e . . . though  som etimes 
(they also say) she w as lazy and lay on  her pallet-bed or lounged in  the 
court till the water-clocks had  to ld  an hour beyond the proper time; 
indeed, it is even said tha t occasionally the Lord Taliessin, w ishing to
16 Williams's first letter to Lang-Sims is dated September 9th 1943; less than two weeks 
later, on Sept. 20th, he invites her to join his Order and sends her its Credo on October 
5th; they met for the first time on Thursday October 14th (Lang-Sims 24, 26, 28-30, 31). 
Yet he mentions proofs for the book having just arrived in  a letter to his wife on October 
7th and complains on October 13th that the book is supposed to be out but he has not yet 
seen any copies for sale (Michal 171, 226). Finally, he sends Lang-Sims a typescript of the 
poems on December 10th and makes no mention of any role she might have played in 
inspiring any of its contents, which we would expect him to have done if any of these 
poems did owe anything to their relationship (Lang-Sims 48-49). Thus the time-frame is 
simply too tight to allow time for Williams to have w ritten a poem about Lang-Sims, 
gotten it typed (no doubt by the ever-faithful Douglas), added it to the typescript, gotten 
it typeset, and arrive. And, of course, her break w ith Williams did not come until much 
later, in  April 1944 (Lang-Sims 80).
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w rite verse, found his ow n room  dark  —after w hich (as m ight be 
expected) Lalage spent some tim e in general discomfort, though  no one 
lost any joy. H ow ever . . . — CW to LLS, letter of 1 January 1944 (Lang- 
Sims 53).
I t 's  d isconcerting  to  see th a t even  as he  creates the  character, W illiam s 
p rep a re s  the  g ro u n d  for yet an o th e r slave g irl to  ge t a su p p o sed ly  w ell- 
d ese rv ed  bea tin g  (the 'g en e ra l d iscom fort' casually  a llu d ed  to).17 Yet it 's  of 
g rea te r in te rest th a t L ang-S im s rep o rts  h o w  she thereafte r felt u n d e r  constan t 
p re ssu re  to  stay  'in  charac te r' (Lang-Sim s 16). Even, ap paren tly , to  th e  ex ten t of 
n o t be in g  able to  refuse  co rp o ra l p u n ish m en t, since th a t w o u ld  be  to  step  o u t 
of charac te r as a slave g irl before h e r  lo rd  an d  M aster. A n d  w h en  she finally  
b roke  ch aracter a n d  in s is ted  on  ta lk ing  to W illiam s in  h e r  ow n  pe rso n a  as Lois, 
n o t 'L a lage ', h e  p ro m p tly  e n d e d  b o th  re la tio n sh ip  a n d  co rrespondence  th en  
an d  there  (Lang-Sim s 79-80).
In  th e  en d  L a lage 's  sto ry  fo u n d  its w ay  in to  W illiam s 's  p o e try  on ly  
th ro u g h  th e  sonne ts  h e  occasionally  sen t h e r  a longside  th e  le tte rs (du ly  
in c lu d ed  in  Letters to Lalage), w h ich  m a y  rep re sen t a k in d  of h a lfw ay  house  
be tw een  crea ting  a pe rso n a  a n d  fu lly  in teg ra tin g  it in to  th e  ex is ting  m yth . 
L a lage 's  absence from  the  p u b lish ed  w orks is p ro b ab ly  d u e  less to  the ir 
e stran g em en t th a n  to  h is  early  d ea th  before  h e  h a d  tim e to  w rite  m ore  th a n  a 
few  scattered  b its  of w h a t h e  h o p e d  w o u ld  be  th e  n ex t book  in  h is  A rth u rian  
cycle, to  be  m a d e  u p  of " th e  g rea t n a rra tiv e  poem s w h ich  are  to  fo llow " (Michal 
233, le tte r of 23 N ovem ber 1944).18
O th e r au tob iog raph ica l e lem en ts ab o u n d ; so m u ch  so th a t they  
do m in a te  the en tire  m yth-cycle . E ven  Lew is, w ho  w as inc lined  to take 
W illiam s a t face va lu e  (cf. h is  v arious references to  W illiam s 's  perfect 
m arriage), th o u g h t one p o em  au tob iograph ica l, calling  "T he F o u n d in g  of the
17 It may be relevant to note that Williams once described himself as a sadist, albeit "a 
cerebralizing sadist." He then immediately ordered the person to whom he was writing 
(who was not one of his disciples but instead the love of his life, the inspiration for 
Blanchfleur/Dindrane) not to look up the w ord in  a dictionary because it would "give 
you the wrong idea of me" (Hadfield 104, quoting from an unpublished letter to Phyllis 
Jones).+
+#292 of a series that ran to at least 354; cf. Hadfield 242 and ff.
18 The move towards longer, more narrative poems had begun w ith The Region of the 
Summer Stars and marks a distinct improvement in  Williams's verse. The fragments are 
printed by Dodds, in the section of Arthurian Poets: Charles Williams devoted to "Poems 
after Taliessin through Logres" (Dodds 265-291), which includes only seven poems, most 
of them unfinished and fragmentary, and at least one of which ("Divites Dimisit") is a 
draft for a poem that had appeared in  The Region of the Summer Stars (the concluding 
piece, "The Prayers of the Pope").
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C om p an y " (RSS 34-38) " th e  m o s t au to b iog raph ica l e lem en t in  th e  cycle" 
(W illiams and the Arthuriad  141)—and , inciden tally , u s in g  it as h is  m o d e l for the 
com m u n ity  a t St. A n n e 's  in  That Hideous Strength, w ith  h is  ow n  series character 
R ansom , rem ad e  in to  an  id ea lized  p o rtra it of W illiam s h im self, ap p ea rin g  in 
p lace  of W illiam s/T aliessin . U n fo rtu n a te ly  so fa r as u n d e rs ta n d in g  h is w ork  
goes, W illiam s w o u ld  som etim es a ttem p t sub terfuge , g iv in g  a p a ten tly  false 
iden tifica tion  m e a n t to  conceal, n o t reveal.
O n e  good  exam ple  of th is is w h en  h e  tells h is  w ife th a t h e  an d  she are 
rep re sen ted  in  th e  m y th  b y  th e  characters Bors an d  h is  w ife  E layne (Michal 93, 
152, 234). T his m a y  be true , so far as it goes, b u t it is deep ly  m islead ing , a n d  no  
d o u b t in ten tio n a lly  so. Sir Bors is a re la tive ly  m in o r character in  th e  m y th  as 
W illiam s tells it; h is  d efin ing  characteristic  is h is u tte r  devo tion  to  h is  w ife. 
D eclaring  th a t ev e ry th in g  h e  does is in sp ired  b y  her, h e  end lessly  p ra ises  all 
she does to  p ro v id e  a hom e, a safe p lace to  re tu rn  to from  th e  w ars  ("Bors to 
E layne: T he F ish  of B roceliande," "Bors to E layne: on  the  K ing 's  C oins"(T tL  24­
26 & 42-45)19—ju s t as W illiam s rep ea ted ly  lam en ts  in  h is  w artim e  le tters hom e 
to h is w ife ab o u t b e in g  d ep riv ed  of all th e  little  com forts of dom estic ity  (w hich  
h e  ex travagan tly  rom anticizes) d u e  to  th e ir enfo rced  separa tion  d u rin g  the  w ar 
years.
A ll th is  is w ell enough . A n d  ye t it is se lf-ev iden t to  anyone  read in g  
th e  poem s th a t T aliessin , th e  cen tral figu re  in  th e  en tire  cycle, is W illiam s 
h im se lf—or a t least W illiam s as h e  saw  him self. This h a s  b een  un iv e rsa lly  
recogn ized  b y  everyone from  C.S. L ew is (see above) to  H ad fie ld  ("C harles w as 
T aliessin  th e  K in g 's  poet"; 151), from  C a rp en te r 's  m ild  "T aliessin  [...] w hose 
character an d  ro le  h a d  a re la tion  to  W illiam s 's  ow n  id ea  of h im self"  (108) to
19 We might have expected Bors to feature more prominently, given that he is one of only 
three knights who achieve the Grail (the others being Galahad, whom Williams sees as 
godlike,+ and Percivale, whom Williams oddly enough makes less important than his 
own sister, Taliessin's beloved). In addition to being an extravagantly devoted husband, 
Bors as a soldier plays a role in Arthur's victories establishing his realm, albeit a less 
significant one than that rather improbably played by Taliessin himself ("The Calling of 
Arthur," "Mount Badon"; TtL 14-15 & 16-18).
Bors appears in  two more poems associated w ith the cycle but found outside the 
three published books. The first, "Bors' Song of Galahad", part of the unpublished 
Advent of Galahad, depicts him instead as a fond father (Dodds 214-217); Elayne is 
mentioned (here as Helayne) but much less prominently. The second, "The Return of 
Bors," is a fragment that breaks off after just fifteen lines, describing Bors's return from 
otherworldly bliss to the hell of M ordred's war; its placement by Dodds suggests it 
might be Williams's last Arthurian poem (Dodds 291).
+This is signaled by Williams's applying to him the term 'necessity of being,' in his 
lexicon an attribute of the godhead not of created beings (who are 'contingent').
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L ang-S im s's  observation  ab o u t "C h arle s 's  to ta l iden tification  of th e  K ing 's  
poet, T aliessin , w ith  h im self" (Lang-Sim s 38). E ven W illiam s m a d e  this 
connection  e lsew here  in  h is  le tte rs to  F lorence (Michal 247). A ll in  all, 
W illiam s 's  p u rp o r te d  iden tifica tion  w ith  Bors sm acks of cover sto ry  designed  
to  a llay  susp icions of F lorence W illiam s (w hich  w ere, w e k n o w  fro m  L ang- 
Sim s, P hy llis Jones, a n d  o thers, th o ro u g h ly  justified). I canno t av o id  a 
susp ic ion  th a t W illiam s crea ted  Bors as th e  ever-faith fu l, ever-lov ing  h u sb a n d  
in  o rd e r to  g ive h im se lf w h a t u se d  to  be called  'p lau s ib le  den iab ility .'
T he second  exam ple  is m ore  telling, an d  closer to  th e  core of 
W illiam s 's  m y th , its essence. W hen  L ew is q u eried  the  significance of th e  nam e 
P'o-lu, th e  d a rk  inverse  of B yzantium , w h ere  on  the  far side of th e  w o rld  the 
H ead less  E m pero r a n d  h is  cepha lopo id  m in io n s aw a it th e ir chance to  u n leash  
d es truc tion  u p o n  th e  E m pire  an d  d rive  the K in g d o m  of G od  from  th is w orld , 
W illiam s 's  exp lana tion  is a m asterp iece  of m isd irection :
P 'o-lu  is the Chinese nam e, of about the period, for the po in t of Java,— 
the extreme po in t (nobody knew  N ew  Zealand then). (Lost Letter, gloss 
on  the next-to-last section of "The Vision of Empire"; rp t Gnomon 41 and 
Various Hands 18)
—T h at is, 'P ' o -lu ' rep resen ts  n o t ju s t th e  an tip o d es b u t 'th e  en d s  of th e  earth ,' 
q u ite  literally : th e  p o in t on  th e  o ther side of th e  w o rld  w h en  la n d  ceased and  
b ey o n d  w h ich  th ere  w as on ly  em p ty  ocean.
E xcept th a t it isn 't. M o d ern  m ap s  of Java  show  several p laces n am ed  
Palau (w h ich  seem s to  be th e  m o d e rn  spelling  of th e  Javanese w o rd  for 
'is lan d '): cf. P a lau  P ana itan , P a lau  Deli, P a lau  Tinjil, all off th e  w este rn  en d  of 
Java  (not the  eastern , o r fu rther, end , as w e m ig h t expect); one, P a lau  Sertang, 
is w ith in  sigh t of K rakatoa. B ut b ey o n d  Java  is n o t em p ty  sea bu t, to th e  east, 
N ew  G uinea  and , to  the  sou th , A ustra lia . O n ly  b y  h e a d in g  so u th  a n d  w est in to  
th e  In d ian  O cean  (tha t is, back  to w ard s  B yzan tium  ra th e r th an  aw ay  from  it) is 
th ere  em p tiness  of the  so rt W illiam s prescribes. T his m ig h t ju s t be 
geog raph ica l carelessness on  W illiam s's  pa rt, b u t is in s tead  likely  to  be  m ore  
m y th -m ak ing , as w ith  th e  m o o n s of Jup iter, so th a t in  h is  w o rld  th ere  is no  
A u stra lia  o r N ew  G uinea  or N ew  Z ealand , e t al.: th e  w o rld  en d s  a t Java.
W h y  Java, of all p laces? Because, C a rp en te r reveals (and  H ad fie ld  
confirm s), it w as to  Java th a t P hy llis  Jones, h is  'C elia ', h a d  gone after h e r 
m arriag e  w ith  h e r  n ew  h u sb an d , Billie Som ervaille  (an oil com pany  executive), 
in  S ep tem ber 1934 (C arpen te r 108; H ad fie ld  117, 129). P 'o -lu  is th u s  of crucial, 
h ea rt-b reak in g  im portance  to  W illiam s 's  life, an d  hence  w as  g iven  
com m ensu ra te  significance w ith in  th e  m yth : as H ad fie ld  describes it, "[i]n  the
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f a r  s e a s  [ . . . ]  t h e  p la c e  o f  c h o s e n ,  w i l l e d  a n d  o p e r a t i v e  e v il ,  P 'o - lu ,  a n  i s l a n d  
t o w a r d s  J a v a "  (152).
T h u s ,  W i l l ia m s  w a s  s o m e t im e s  d e l ib e r a t e ly  o b s c u re ,  w i th h o l d i n g  
in f o r m a t io n  t h a t  w o u l d  e x p la in  a  p o e m , d i v e r t in g  a t t e n t io n  e l s e w h e r e ,  b e c a u s e  
to  d o  o th e r w i s e  w o u l d  r e v e a l  h i s  m o s t  c lo s e ly -h e ld  s e c re ts .  Y e t s u c h  
in f o r m a t io n  is  v i t a l  to  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  th e  p o e m s ;  t h e  a u to b io g r a p h ic a l  e le m e n t  
in  th i s  c y c le  b e c a m e  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  to  h i m  t h a n  a n y  i n t e r n a l  c o h e s io n  o f  th e  
s to r y .20 T h e  f a i lu r e  o f  W i l l i a m s 's  A r t h u r i a d  l ie s  n o t  j u s t  in  f a c to r s  l ik e  i ts  
in v e r s io n  o f  t h e  A r t h u r i a n  s to r y  to  m o v e  th e  G r a i l  f r o m  t h e  p e r i p h e r y  to  i ts  
c o re  o r  i t s  r e m o te  a n d  u n s a t i s f a c to r y  A r t h u r  b u t  in  p r e c i s e ly  th is :  c h a r a c te r s  d o  
t h in g s  in  t h e  c y c le  n o t  b e c a u s e  t h a t  f u r t h e r s  t h e  s to r y  W i l l i a m s  is  p u r p o r t e d l y  
t r y in g  to  te l l  ( a n d  w h ic h  L e w is  w a s  so  d i l i g e n t  in  t r y in g  to  e x t r a c t  f r o m  th e  
p u b l i s h e d  p o e m s )  b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  t h u s  a c t in g  o u t  t h e i r  a p p o i n t e d  r o le s  in  
h i s  p r iv a t e  m y th ,  r e c r e a t in g  th e  e v e n t s  o f  h i s  l ife  a s  t h e y  s h o u ld  h a v e  b e e n .  
T h u s  h i s  f ic t io n a l  B la n c h e f le u r  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  a n  a f fa ir ,  m a r r y ,  h a v e  c h i ld r e n ,  
d iv o rc e ,  a n d  r e m a r r y ,  a s  d id  h e r  o r ig in a l ,  A m e n  H o u s e  l i b r a r i a n  P h y l l i s  Jo n e s ;  
s h e  e n te r s  a  c o n v e n t ,  f r o m  w h ic h  s h e  a n d  T a l ie s s in  ( t h e  W i l l i a m s  f ig u r e )  lo v e  
e a c h  o th e r  c h a s te ly  to  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e i r  d a y s .  T h e  r e a s o n  so  m a n y  f in d  Taliessin 
through Logres a n d  The Region o f the Sum mer Stars d if f ic u l t  to  r e a d  l ie s  n o t  in  a n y  
in h e r e n t  i n a b i l i ty  to  c o m m u n ic a te  o n  W i l l i a m s 's  p a r t  b u t  in  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  is  a  
r o m a n  a  c le f  a u t o b i o g r a p h y  w i th  n o  k e y  p r o v id e d .
Lo s t  K ey , Lo s t  Le t t e r : W il l ia m s ' s  Le g a c y
I n  h i s  f in a l  c h a p te r  o f  Williams and the Arthuriad , L e w is  p r e s e n t s  h i s  
a r g u m e n t  t h a t  W i l l i a m s  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t  w r i t e r s  o f  h i s  t im e .  L e w is  b a s e s  
th i s  c la im  o n  th r e e  f a c to r s ,  w h ic h  h e  c a l ls  W is d o m  (b y  w h ic h  h e  m e a n s  th e  
d e g r e e  to  w h ic h  a  p o e m  m a k e s  u s  t h in k ) ,  D e l ic io u s n e s s  (b y  w h ic h  h e  m e a n s  
a e s th e t i c  p l e a s u r e — e .g ., d e l i g h t  in  i t s  w o r d  m u s ic ) ,  a n d  S t r e n g th  o f  I n c a n ta t i o n  
(b y  w h ic h  h e  m e a n s  w o r ld - b u i ld in g ;  t h e  c r e a t io n  o f  a  c o m p e l l in g  s e c o n d a r y  
w o r l d  [T o rso  1 9 0 -1 9 1 ]) . J u d g e d  b y  th e s e  c r i te r ia ,  h e  b e l ie v e s  t h a t  W i l l i a m s 's  
A rthuriad  " a b o u n d s  a n d  e v e n  e x c e ls "  in  t h e  f i r s t  c a te g o r y ,  'W i s d o m ' (193); t h a t  
a l t h o u g h  m a r r e d  b y  to o  m u c h  s p r u n g  r h y t h m  W i l l ia m s  " p r o d u c e d  w o r d  
m u s ic  e q u a l l e d  b y  o n ly  tw o  o r  t h r e e  in  th i s  c e n tu r y  a n d  s u r p a s s e d  b y  n o n e "
20 Williams did not limit his habit of arranging and re-arranging elements in  his work to 
correlate w ith events in  his own life, and vice versa, just to his Arthurian cycle. Lyle 
Dorsett, in  his study of the six biographies of historical figures written by Williams (of 
Sir Francis Bacon, James I, the Earl of Rochester, Queen Elizabeth, Henry VII, and Rev. 
W.H. Flecker), discovered that Williams was apt to change biographical facts so that the 
lives of his subjects reflected the events of Williams's own private inner life (Dorsett 36­
37, 47). I am grateful to Dr. Dorsett for sharing his discovery and the Wade Center for 
providing me with a copy of his essay.
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(194-195); an d  th a t h e  excels a t 'S tren g th  of In can ta tio n ,' so m u ch  so th a t like it 
o r not, h is  exp lic itly  C hris tian , G rail-cen tric  A rth u r ian  w o rld  is like a taste  you  
can 't get o u t of y o u r m o u th  (198)—an  u n fo rtu n a te  analogy , I th ink , b u t L ew is 's  
p o in t is th a t W illiam s 's  conception  of th e  g ra il is so com pelling  th a t even  
atheists  read in g  these  po em s w o u ld  fin d  them selves deep ly  m o v ed  by  
W illiam s 's  inclusive v ision  of C h ris tian ity  therein . Such h a s  n o t p ro v ed  to  be 
th e  case.
W e sh o u ld  recognize th a t L ew is w as, w ith  g rea t an d  characteristic 
generosity , stak in g  h is  o w n  re p u ta tio n —w hich  a t th a t tim e w as eno rm ous 
from  Screwtape a n d  w artim e  b roadcas ts  (he h a d  even  ap p ea red  on  the  cover of 
Time!)— on  try in g  to  m ak e  the  case th a t h is  la te  fr ien d  w as n o t ju s t a go o d  p o e t 
b u t a g rea t one, in  fact one of th e  g rea test p oe ts  of h is  tim e. H e  reaffirm ed  th is 
p o in t in  h is  P reface to Essays Presented to Charles Williams, in  w h ich  h e  decla red  
th a t
Taliessin through Logres and  The Region of the Summer Stars [...] seem  to 
me, both  for the soaring and  gorgeous novelty of their technique and for 
their p rofound  w isdom , to be among the two or three m ost valuable 
books of verse produced in  the century. (EPCW vi-vii; em phasis mine)
H isto ry , as it tu rn s  out, h a s  n o t ag reed . O scar W illiam s's  w id e ly  
in fluen tia l an tho logy  A  Pocket Book o f Modern Verse, " from  W alt W h itm an  to 
D y lan  T hom as" as th e  tag-line p u ts  it (1st pub l. 1954, w ith  m a n y  su b sequen t 
rep rin ts), u se d  in  c lassroom s eve ry w h ere  for decades, inc ludes over a h u n d re d  
poets, b u t you  w ill n o t find  W illiam s 's  n am e  am o n g  them . T he sam e is tru e  of 
The Oxford Book o f Twentieth Century English Verse (1973), w h ich  w as com piled  
b y  P h ilip  L ark in , w ho  h a d  k now n  a n d  liked  W illiam s. L ark in  took g rea t p a in s 
to  m ak e  h is  an tho logy  tru ly  rep resen ta tive , seek ing  o u t n e w  po em s an d  poets 
ra th e r th a n  sim p ly  u p d a tin g  som e earlie r a n th o lo g y —for exam ple, h e  inc ludes 
one of C.S. L ew is 's  poem s ("O n  a V u lgar E rror"), w h ich  h e  fo u n d  in  the 
H o o p er-ed ited  collection. Yet th ere  are  no  poem s b y  C harles W illiam s 
an y w h ere  to  be seen. Far from  b e in g  ran k ed  am o n g  the  to p  tw o  o r th ree, 
o u ts id e  of L ew is alone h e  is nev er ra n k e d  in  th e  top  ten , o r to p  tw en ty , o r even  
top  h u n d re d . If T olkien  is to d ay  on  th e  p o in t of en te r in g  the  C anon of 
L itera tu re , th en  W illiam s signally  fa iled  to  do  so an d  is rem em b ered  today , 
seven ty  years  after h is death , on ly  as a m o d era te ly  obscure n ove lis t of low -key  
su p e rn a tu ra l th rille rs  a n d  as a fr ien d  of Lew is a n d  Tolkien.
T here  is m u ch  to ad m ire  in  W illiam s's  ca ree r—h e  w as a self-m ade 
m a n  w ho  w o rk ed  h is  w ay  u p  from  p ro o fread e r to  sen ior ed ito r a t one of the 
w o rld 's  m o s t respec ted  p u b lish in g  com panies. L ike L ew is a fast w riter, h e  
p ro d u c e d  th e  w ho le  of h is  acclaim ed  In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  W o rld 's  C lassics
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ed ition  of M ilton  in  a single w eekend , w ith  tim e left over to  rev iew  a few  
detec tive novels as w ell (Michal 81; see also 76-77). H e  w ro te  one good  p lay  
(Terror o f Light) an d  tw o  or th ree  in te restin g  novels (W ar in Heaven an d  The 
Greater Trumps th e  best am o n g  them ). If h e  failed  as a p o e t—a n d  th e  ev idence 
is v e ry  good  th a t h e  d id  so fail21 —it lies m a in ly  in  h is w an tin g  b o th  to  encode 
h is  in n e r life in to  h is  poem s an d  at the  sam e tim e w o rk in g  to keep  o thers  from  
fin d in g  o u t de ta ils  ab o u t th a t life by  w ith h o ld in g  th e  key  to  th a t d a rk  allegory. 
I w o u ld  a rg u e  th a t h e  be longs n o t on  th e  sam e shelf as T olkien a n d  Lew is, 
au th o rs  w ith  w hose  w orks h e  h a d  little  in  com m on,22 b u t ra th e r a longside  
A lgernon  B lackw ood, A rth u r  M achen , an d  A.E. W aite. It seem s un lik e ly  he  
w ill ever be rem em b ered  as m ore  th a n  a m in o r figu re  from  th e  m id -tw en tie th  
cen tury , b u t he  w ill n o t u tte r ly  van ish  from  view , th an k s  to h is  b e in g  k n o w n  as 
an  Ink ling , to h is  b e in g  selected  as one of th e  Seven A u th o rs  w h o se  p ap e rs  
m ak e  u p  th e  W ad e  C en ter, an d  to  h is  be in g  sing led  o u t as one  of th e  th ree  key  
au th o rs  to  w h ich  th is M ythopoeic  Society is devo ted . T he choices, m ad e  
decades ago, b y  H u m p h re y  C arp en te r, C lyde  K ilby, a n d  G len G oodK nigh t 
h av e  assu red  th a t W illiam s's  n am e  w ill n o t w ho lly  be forgotten .
21 When T.S. Eliot calls your work "some of the most obscure poetry that was ever 
written" (Carpenter 109), it's a pretty good sign that something's gone seriously wrong 
so far as communicating w ith your audience goes. I am grateful to Dr. Carol Zaleski for 
sharing w ith me some pieces in  w hich Eliot discusses Williams's work, confirming 
Carpenter's summation.
22 The best evidence that Lewis and Tolkien ultimately had little influence on Williams, 
although he enjoyed their company, is that no figure corresponding to Lewis or any 
other Inkling was added to Williams's Arthurian mythos between Taliessin through 
Logres, published just as he was getting to know them, and The Region of the Summer 
Stars, written during a five-year period w hen he was meeting with them weekly.
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A p p e n d ix  A: H o w  t o  R e a d  W il l ia m s 's  A r t h u r ia d
For those  w h o  m ig h t w a n t to  re a d  W illiam s 's  poem s b u t h av e  been  
p u t off by  th e ir o ft-repea ted  descrip tion  as 'o b scu re ' o r 'd ifficu lt' or 
'im p en e trab le ,' I w o u ld  like to  offer th e  fo llow ing  advice.
First, th e  obscu rity  a n d  difficulty  of W illiam s 's  poem s h av e  been  
m u ch  exaggera ted , u n til th ey  h av e  reached  leg en d a ry  p ropo rtions . T h ey 're  no  
m ore  d ifficult th a n  re a d in g  Eliot o r P o u n d , a n d  a good  deal easier th a n  the 
la te r Joyce of Finnegans Wake. If you  can re a d  The Cantos o r The Waste Land, 
th en  you  can re a d  th is.
Second, I s trong ly  reco m m en d  you  n o t fo llow  L ew is 's  adv ice in  
Williams & the A rthuriad  (96), w h ere  h e  advoca ted  in te rw eav in g  poem s from  
th e  tw o  m a in  books (Taliessin through Logres a n d  The Region o f the Sum m er Stars) 
in to  th e  sequence of even ts in  A rth u r 's  reign, its in te rna l chronology. The 
p ro b lem  w ith  L ew is 's  app ro ach  is th a t th e  tw o  books are  qu ite  d is tinc t in  style, 
w ith  the  first com prised  of a n u m b er of sho rt lyric p ieces from  a lo t of d ifferen t 
p o in ts  of v iew  w hile  th e  second  is longer n a rra tiv e  p ieces th a t ex p an d  u p o n  
m ajo r concerns w ith in  th a t tale. M ost im portan tly , th e  o p en in g  po em  of the 
first book, "P re lu d e"  (TtL  1-2) p resen ts  a quick  overv iew  cu lm in a tin g  in  the 
fa ilu re  of th e  A rth u r ian  ex perim en t a n d  th e  w ith d raw a l of m y th ic  B ritain  
('L ogres'), leav ing  b e h in d  on ly  E ngland . T his is b o o k en d ed  b y  th e  closing 
p o em  of th e  second  vo lum e, "T he P ray ers  of th e  P ope" (R SS  46-55), w h ich  
tran sfo rm s th a t d isaste r in to  a euca tastrophe , w ith  th e  forces of evil e n tra p p e d  
an d  forced  to  w ith d ra w  along  w ith  th e  su p e rn a tu ra l forces of good. "The 
P ray ers  of th e  P ope,"  especially  the  lines (53-54) concern ing  the  defea t of the 
H ead less  E m pero r (a so rt of K ing  in  Y ellow /C thu lhu  figure) a n d  h is  oc topo idal 
m in ions, is b y  far the  best of all W illiam s's  A rth u rian  w riting , b u t it d ep en d s  
for its effect u p o n  all th a t h a s  p reced ed  it.
A s for try in g  to  p u zz le  o u t all th e  sym bolism  a n d  au tob iog raph ica l 
allegorical elem ents, m y  advice w o u ld  be  to  sim p ly  sit d o w n  a n d  read , p u ttin g  
aside  for n o w  an y  w o rry  ab o u t w h a t s tan d s  for w h a t in  th e  overall a llegory  
u n d e rly in g  th e  story.
A ny  good  allegory  (e.g., The Faerie Queene, Pilgrim 's Progress) sho u ld  
s tan d  u p  on  its  o w n  m erits  as a story. You can a lw ays look u p  th e  references 
a fte rw ard s to  try  to  w o rk  o u t th e  referen ts, b u t to  do  so w h ile  read in g  takes 
you  o u t of the  sto ry  a n d  b reaks any  secondary  belief. T hink  of it as like com ing  
across a w o rd  you  d o n 't  k now  w hile  re ad in g  a sto ry  and , ra th e r th a n  s to p p in g  
to  look it u p  in  a d ictionary , m ak in g  an  ed u ca ted  guess from  context an d  
co n tinu ing  to read , com ing  back  a t th e  e n d  to try  to  w o rk  o u t the  referent. 
W illiam s m ad e  th is stage m ore  d ifficu lt th a n  it n eed s  to  be  b y  n o t p ro v id in g  a 
clear g loss to exp la in  w ho  v arious characters in  th e  poem s s tan d  for, b u t it 's
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still possib le  to  id en tify  th e  m a in  characters a n d  g rasp  th e  m ain  o u tlines of h is 
sto ry  ju s t b y  re a d in g  the  poem s.
T hen  read  it again . A  second  read in g  w ill enab le  you  to  see som e of 
th e  p a tte rn s  an d  m ak e  som e of the  connections; y o u 'll th en  k n o w  what 
h a p p e n s  if n o t why. If you  find  you  enjoy them , th en  p ress  on  an d  re -read  as 
you  w o u ld  an y  o th er p o e try  you  re a d  for p leasu re  an d  n o t an  assignm ent. If 
no t, re s t w ith  a clear conscience th a t you  gave  it a fa ir tr ia l an d  fo u n d  it 
w an ting .
A p p e n d ix  B: R a y m o n d  H u n t
H u n t 's  im portance  to  W illiam s scho larsh ip  is so g rea t th a t I w o u ld  a rg u e  th a t 
to  fu lly  u n d e rs ta n d  C harles  W illiam s, you  h av e  to  k n o w  w h o  R aym ond  H u n t 
w as, an d  th e  ro le h e  w as a p p o in ted  to  p lay  in  W illiam s's  story.
Briefly, L ew is considered  W illiam s one of th e  tw o  o r th ree  g rea test 
poe ts  of th e  tw en tie th  cen tury , an d  h is T aliessin  cycle to  be one of th e  g rea test 
w orks of lite ra tu re  of th e  cen tury , an d  W illiam s ag reed  w ith  th a t assessm ent. 
Yet desp ite  a few  favorab le  m en tio n s  h ere  an d  there , in  the  years  lead in g  u p  to 
h is  b ig  b reak th ro u g h  in  1938-39, W illiam s's  w o rk  h a d  n o tab ly  fa iled  to  a ttrac t 
an y  sign ifican t a tte n tio n —so m u ch  so th a t at one p o in t R.W . C h ap m an , the 
Secretary  of O xford  U n iv ers ity  P ress (e.g., th e  m an  in  charge of its O xford  
office) half-jok ing ly  asked  H u m p h re y  M ilfo rd  (the Pub lisher, o r h e a d  of the 
L ondon  office, an d  W illiam s's  im m ed ia te  boss) "H o w  C A N  w e p u t C W  over? 
Shall w e try  ann o u n c in g  h im  as th e  m o s t un sa lab le  of all O xfo rd  au thors?" 
(H ad fie ld  79; earlie r H ad fie ld  h a d  n o ted  th a t one of h is books of poem s so ld  
198 copies; th e  nex t, 126 [H adfie ld  31]). G iven  th is lack  of ap p rec ia tion  for h is 
w ork , long  before  L ew is beg an  ch am p io n in g  it W illiam s h a d  taken  step s to 
rem ed y  m atte rs. M ost significantly , he  a p p o in ted  h is  o w n  b iog rapher, 
R ay m o n d  H u n t, w ho  w as to  p ro d u ce  an  au th o rized  critical b io g rap h y  after 
W illiam s 's  d ea th  th a t w o u ld  estab lish  W illiam s's  im portance  as a m ajor 
lite ra ry  figu re  of h is  tim e. A ccordingly , W illiam s p assed  along  to  H u n t any  
le tters h e  received  from  lite ra ry  figures, such  as Y eats o r Eliot. In  fact, it is to 
H u n t th a t w e ow e th e  p rese rv a tio n  of L ew is 's  first le tte r to  W illiam s, w h ich  
con tains th e  firs t k n o w n  m en tio n  by  n am e  of T he Ink lings, th is b e in g  one of 
th e  testim on ia ls W illiam s p assed  a long  to H u n t for ev en tu a l u se  in  the p lan n ed  
b io g rap h y .23
In  th e  ev en t H u n t com piled  all th e  necessary  re lev an t m a te ria ls  — a 
m assive  arch ive  of th o u sa n d s  of pages, in c lu d in g  a tran scrip tio n  of v irtu a lly
23 Cf. Walter Hooper's note to Lewis's letter of 11 March 1936 (Collected Letters II 183), 
although Hooper there identifies the typist (mistakenly, I believe) as Williams himself.
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ev ery  ta lk  W illiam s ever gave  an d  ex tensive no tes  tak en  a t th e  m a n y  lecture- 
series h e  ta u g h t in  L ondon  n ig h t schoo ls—b u t in  th e  en d  failed  to  p ro d u ce  the 
b io g rap h y , possib ly  because  th e  skills req u ired  to  collect a n d  p reserv e  an 
au th o r 's  w o rk s are  d ifferen t from  those  n e e d e d  to  w rite  a b io g rap h y .24 
H o w ev er, w ith  the  en thusiastic  a id  of M arg are t D oug las, w h o  tu rn e d  o u t to  be 
indefa tigab le  in  p u rs u it of W illiam s m ateria l, h e  p rese rv ed  a v as t am o u n t of 
m ate ria l25 th a t w o u ld  o th erw ise  h av e  been  irre tr iev ab ly  lo s t—in c lu d in g  the 
e igh t-page26 le tter Answ ers to C.S. Lewis th a t H u n t w as able to  estab lish  
W illiam s h a d  w ritten  on  D ecem ber 3 rd  an d /o r 4th, 1938 (described  b y  H u n t as 
"a  w eek -en d  job"), w h ich  com prises pages 3597 th ro u g h  3606 of V olum e XIX 
of H u n t 's  arch ive (R aym ond H u n t to  M arg are t D ouglas, le tte r of 2 M arch  1942; 
W ade  C W  fo lder 299).
24 An additional complication might lie in  the fact that control of Williams's estate rested 
in  the hands of his widow, Florence! ('Michal'), for whom any mention of her husband's 
infatuation w ith Phyllis Jones was anathema:
[T]here were certain areas into which it was perilous to trespass. [...] [S]he felt 
[...] the guardianship of her husband's literary reputation had been stolen from 
her by certain of his friends [...]: she could be both sorrowful and devastatingly 
caustic on that topic. [...] [W]hen stung into bitter recollections by the publication 
of some reference, however delicate, to his other love, she [...] was withering. 
(Cavaliero 6-7)
[I]t could not be said that a great deal of love was lost between her and the group 
of people whom she regarded as having connived at his love affair w ith someone 
else. [...] Total rage against Phillida burned in her most, but not all, of the time.
W hen it was not burning it was nonexistent. One never knew with Michal, from 
one moment to the next, which Michal she was deciding to be. I used to say that, 
w ith one exception, Charles was the strangest human being I had ever met in my 
life: the one exception was Michal. (Lang-Sims 19)
This attitude must have placed Hunt in  the unenviable position of being committed to 
write a biography in  which he would either be unable to refer to what Williams believed 
the most important event in  his life—his Beatrician moment of falling in  love w ith 
Phyllis Jones—or, if he did include this side of Williams's life, be forbidden by the estate 
from quoting anything Williams had written.
tWilliams had named Florence his sole executrix in his will, dated 3 May 1927.
25 Hunt himself estimated his archive to contain "twenty five million recorded words" 
(Hunt to Douglas, letter of 2nd March 1942; CW folder 299).
26 The surviving typed versions of this letter at W heatont range from seven (MS CW-2, 
MS CW-415) to eight (MS CW-166) pages and bear varying titles, such as "Notes for C.S. 
Lewis" (CW-166 and CW-415) or "Answers to Questions from C.S. Lewis" (CW-2). 
Hunt, who had access to the twenty-page handwritten original,tt titles his transcription 
Answers to C. S. Lewis, which I have accordingly adopted.
ta t  least one more copy, which I have not consulted, survives in the Bodleian. 
ttH u n t to Douglas, letter of 2 March 1942. Cf. Lewis's account of the "extremely small, 
loose sheets" upon which Williams liked to compose, which Lewis describes as coming 
from "a twopenny pad" (Torso 2).
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A p p e n d ix  C: W il l ia m s  a s  h e  A p p e a r e d  t o  O t h e r s
C.S. L ew is com pared  C harles W illiam s to  an  angel,27 w hile  T.S. E liot said  
m ee tin g  h im  w as like be in g  in  th e  p resence  of a liv ing  sain t.28 I th ink , in  v iew  
of th e  ev idence  th a t h as em erg ed  th ro u g h  le tters a n d  m em oirs  in  th e  years 
since h is  death , som e of w h ich  h a s  b een  h ig h lig h ted  in  th is pap e r, th a t th is 
characteriza tion  is, in  th e  w o rd s  of L ew is C arroll, "a sentim ent open to doubt."
C learly  W illiam s h a d  som e so rt of p e rso n a l m ag n e tism  th a t 
trem en d o u sly  im p ressed  som e peop le : L ew is, Sayers, A uden , W ain . B ut 
w h a tev e r it w as, it does n o t su rv ive  h im ; no  trace of it carries over on to  the 
p rin te d  p ag e  of h is  w orks. P e rh ap s  it lay  in  th e  fact th a t W illiam s w as filled 
w ith  a sense th a t h is  life w as significant, th a t w h a t h a p p e n e d  to  h im  w as 
te rrib ly  im portan t. T h o reau  m ay  h av e  th o u g h t m o s t of u s  lead  lives of q u ie t 
despera tion , b u t such  w as n o t th e  case w ith  C harles W illiam s, w ho  sincerely 
believed  h e  w as  th e  g rea test p oe t since D ante , as w ell as a m ajo r C h ris tian  
th in k e r w h o  h a d  fo u n d  a w ay  to  set r ig h t w h a t h e  saw  as an  im balance in  
C h ris tian  th o u g h t a n d  prac tice  (betw een  w h a t h e  called  'th e  W ay  of 
A ffirm ation ' an d  'th e  W ay  of N eg a tio n ') d a tin g  back  a lm ost tw o  m illenn ium . 
T hen  too  th ere  w as  h is  h ab it of re fe rrin g  to  h im se lf u s in g  th e  royal W e ("The 
res to ra tion  of M ilton  criticism  to its p ro p e r ba lance  is b u t a side-acciden t of 
O u r existence; n o t O u r chief affair"), u su a lly  reserv ed  for kings, archb ishops, 
o r G od H im self.29 A n d  som eth ing  of th a t en o rm o u s in n e r confidence seem s to 
h av e  g rea tly  im p ressed  som e w h o  m e t h im , especially  those  w ho  go t d ra w n  in 
an d  becam e p a r t of h is  C om pany , w h ile  o thers  rem ain ed  u n sw a y e d  an d  
s im ply  th o u g h t h im  p leasan t com pany  for an  afternoon  in  a pub.
P e rh ap s  H u m p h re y  H a v a rd  p u t h is finger on  it w h en  h e  described  
W illiam s as 'a  charming m a n ' (H av ard  in te rv iew  24) w h o  lis tened  to  you  w ith  
com plete  atten tion : "y o u  w ere  . . . a ttrac ted  to  h im  because  h e  w as so recep tive 
to  w h a t you  h a d  to  say" (ibid. 35). A n d  ju s t as c learly  som e peop le  w ere  
im m u n e  to  th e  spell: H a v a rd  h im self, w ho called  W illiam s's  p o e try  "o f an
27 "not a feminine angel in  the debased tradition of some religious art, but a masculine 
angel, a spirit burning with intelligence and charity" (EPCW ix).
28 "He seemed to me to approximate, more nearly than any m an I have known familiarly, 
to the saint" (Carpenter 107). That statement was written in  1945 as part of a posthumous 
tribute (ibid 271) but Eliot had expressed the same opinion during Williams's lifetime: in 
a 1940 letter to his wife Williams reports that Eliot had w ritten him saying he thought 
Williams was "in a direct course towards beatification" (letter of 17 December 1940; 
Michal 101).
29 Williams to Raymond Hunt, letter of 29 March 1941, cited in  Carpenter (181, 274). 
Lang-Sims says that Williams used the royal We only w hen speaking as the head of the 
Order (Lang-Sims 37), but this is not altogether the case, as any reader of To Michal from 
Serge will discover.
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obscu rity  b ey o n d  belief" (H avard , "P h ilia" 216); T olkien  (w hose op in ion  of 
W illiam s changed  g rea tly  over th e  years);30 a n d  W arn ie  Lew is, all of w h o m  
en joyed  W illiam s 's  com pany  w ith o u t h a v in g  a h ig h  op in io n  of h is  w ork .
L ew is rh ap so d izes  ab o u t h o w  ra p t O x fo rd 's  u n d e rg ra d s  w ere  at 
W illiam s 's  lec tu res an d  h o w  th ey  h u n g  on  h is  ev ery  w o rd  (e.g. Collected Letters 
II.345-346), w h ere  w h a t h e  sees as recep tive  fascination  m ig h t ju s t as easily  be 
s tu n n e d  incredu lity . A s it h ap p en s , w e h av e  a co n tem p o rary  accoun t from  one 
of those  s tu d en ts  w h ich  g ives a m ore  p lausib le  p o rtra it of W illiam s th an  th a t 
p ro jec ted  by  Lew is. P h ilip  L arkin , w ho  w o u ld  ev en tu a lly  em erge  as th e  g rea t 
p o e t of h is  gen era tio n  b u t w as th en  an  O xfo rd  u n d e rg ra d u a te , k n ew  an d  liked  
W illiam s as a p u b  p a l b u t h a d  a v ery  low  op in ion  of h is  w ork . In  L ark in 's  
w ords,
w e [Larkin and  his friend Bruce M ontgom ery, author of the fam ous 
quote 'there  goes C.S. Lewis; it m ust be T uesday ']31 had  lunch in  the 
K ing's A rm s w ith  Charles W illiams, w ho drank and w heezed and 
talked and beam ed and  produced  proofs of his new  poem s and  handed  
them  round . I adm ire Charles W illiams a good deal as a literary critic, 
and  as a 'P illar of the Swiss', as D ylan Thom as w ould  spoonerise, bu t I 
d o n 't give a [expletive] for his poetry. This I endeavoured  to  conceal.
(letter of 19 October 1943 to Kingsley Amis; Larkin Letters 79)
W e can a d d  to  th is co n tem p o ra ry  accoun t an o th e r from  m an y  years later, 
w h en  L ark in  cam e to  re a d  C a rp en te r 's  The Inklings:
I have just got round  to  The Inklings, as it has come out in  pback. Funny 
lot they w ere — Chas W ms crazy as a coot, bit gam ey too. H is lectures 
w ere alw ays full of the w ildest m isquotations; the one
30 I have written elsewhere of Tolkien's and Williams's friendship, in  m y essay "'And 
Something Yet Remains to be Said': Tolkien and Williams," first delivered at Mythcon 
XVI in  Wheaton (July 1985), included in the Proceedings of said conference, and later 
published in Mythlore #45.
31 Their reason for seeking out Williams was that each had written a first novel+ and each 
hoped that Williams, who worked for a publisher, might read and recommend it (Larkin 
Letters 86-87). Montgomery's The Case of the Gilded Fly was published, under the 
pseudonym of 'Edm und Crispin,' the next year (1944), while Larkin's Jill was published 
the year after (1945). It is not known if Williams played any role in  their publication, but 
presumably not, since Larkin makes no mention of any such aid.
+the famous quote appears in the fourth novel in the series, Swan Song (1947), p. 60
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'T is chastity, m y brother, chastity,
That fortress build  by N ature herself 
A gainst infection, and  the hand  of w ar . . . +
m ay be apocryphal, bu t I have personally  heard  him  declaim  'O h, blind, 
blind, blind, am id the blaze of noon'.++ (letter of 13th M arch 1981; Larkin 
Letters 643)
+as Thwaite, editor of Larkin's collected letters, points out, the first line here 
comes from Milton's Comus, while the second and third lines are from 
Shakespeare's Richard II; Williams has run them all together as if a single quote 
from a single source.
++again, Thwaite gives the correct reading as 'O h dark, dark, dark,' again from 
Milton (Samson Agonistes).
F rom  th is em erges th e  id ea  of W illiam s as a so m ew h at com ic figure: a 
fu n n y  little  m an  w ho  constan tly  m isq u o tes  poetry ; good  co m p an y  over a d rink  
b u t a te rrib le  poet. T his p o rtra it is so d ifferen t from  th a t p ro m u lg a ted  b y  Lew is 
e t al. th a t th e  question  arises w h e th e r any  ev idence exists to su p p o r t it. A n d , as 
it tu rn s  ou t, th e  an sw er is an  u n q u a lified  yes. For one th in g , w e  also h av e  to 
rem em b er th a t W illiam s w as  n o t ju s t an  o u ts id e r a t O xfo rd , a lover of p oe try  
ra th e r th a n  an  academ ician  or scholar, b u t spoke  in  a C ockney  accent, very  
m u ch  o u t of keep in g  w ith  th e  u su a l O xfo rd  m an n e r . C a rp en te r b riefly  
m en tio n s "h is  cu rious accent" (C arpen te r 102) a n d  L ang-S im s "h is  o d d  accent" 
(Lang-Sim s 31) b u t n e ith e r e laborates. L ew is calls it " ra th e r a cockney voice" 
(Collected Letters II 501). E.L. M ascall is m ore  specific in  'C h arle s  W illiam s as I 
R em em ber H im ,' in  w h ich  h e  says as W illiam s read  th em  th e  o p en in g  lines of 
Paradise Lost cam e o u t so m eth in g  like this:
Of tha t forbidden tree, 'ose m oral tiste 
Brort death  into the w orld  and all our w ow  . . .
Sing, 'eavenly m use, tha t on the sicred top (Mascall 2, em phasis mine)
w h ile  W o rd sw o rth , as filte red  th ro u g h  W m s, cam e o u t as
m y heart leapt up  w hen  I be'eld a rinebow  in the sky (ibid 3)
T he accusation  of co nstan tly  m isq u o tin g  is cu rious, g iven  th a t b o th  L ew is an d  
E liot lay  stress u p o n  W illiam s's  facility  w ith  spon tan eo u s a n d  accurate  
quo ta tion . In  L ew is 's  w o rd s, "Before h e  cam e I h a d  p assed  for o u r b es t condu it 
of quo ta tions: b u t h e  easily  o u ts tr ip p e d  m e" (EPCW  xi), w h ile  E liot even  
em p h asizes  th e  accuracy of such  quotes: "h e  could  decla im  long  quo ta tions 
from  one or an o th e r of h is  favourite  poets, for h is  m em o ry  for po e try  w as 
p ro d ig io u s  and accurate" (Eliot, In tro d u c tio n  to  A ll Hallows' Eve xii; em phasis
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m in e ) .  B u t  s u p p o r t  f o r  L a r k i n 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th i s  p e r s o n a l i t y  q u i r k  e x is ts  a s  
w e ll :  in  o n e  o f  h i s  la s t  le t t e r s  to  L a n g -S im s  W i l l ia m s  q u o te s  S h a k e s p e a r e  b u t  
a g a in  g e t s  i t  w r o n g .32
A p p e n d ix  D: A m o n g  t h e  G r e a t s ?
W h e n  L e w is  s a y s  t h a t  h e  r a n k s  W i l l i a m s 's  A r t h u r i a d  (b y  w h ic h  h e  m e a n s  b o th  
Taliessin through Logres a n d  The Region o f the Sum mer Stars c o n s id e r e d  to g e th e r  
a s  o n e  w o r k )  a m o n g  th e  " tw o  o r  t h r e e "  b e s t  b o o k s  o f  p o e t r y  o f  t h e  c e n tu r y ,  th e  
p h r a s i n g  im p l ie s ,  to  m e  a t  a n y  r a t e ,  t h a t  L e w is  h a d  sp e c if ic  w o r k s  in  m i n d  a n d ,  
if  a s k e d ,  c o u ld  r e a d i l y  h a v e  n a m e d  th e m . A s  i t  t u r n s  o u t ,  w e  c a n  i d e n t i f y  o n e  
o f  t h e  o th e r  w o r k s  L e w is  r a t e d  a s  h i g h l y  a s  h e  d i d  W i l l i a m s 's  A r th u r i a d ,  
b e c a u s e  h e  u s e s  a lm o s t  e x a c t ly  t h e  s a m e  te r m in o lo g y  o f  p r a i s e  to  d e s c r ib e  it: 
E d i th  S i tw e l l 's  Sleeping Beauty (1 9 2 4 ). L e w is  w r o te  in  1955
I m ust read  the Taliessin cycle again. I hope I shall still p u t it easily top 
of the only three m odern  long poem s that I admire. The other tw o are 
Edith Sitwell's Sleeping Beauty and W. Penn W arren 's (an American) 
Brother to Dragons. The Sitwell is v. fantastic and musical, the W arren 
grim  and  realistic.33 (CSL, letter of 27/9/55; Collected Letters III 650)
T h a t  w o u l d  s e e m  to  b e  th a t ,  e x c e p t  t h a t  R o b e r t  P e n n  W a r r e n 's  b o o k  w a s  f i r s t  
p u b l i s h e d  in  1953 , a n d  t h u s  L e w is  c o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  th in k in g  o f  i t  w h e n  
w r i t in g  h i s  p r a i s e  o f  W i l l ia m s  in  1947. O th e r  p o s s ib le  c o n te n d e r s ,  p r e d a t i n g  th e  
P e n n  W a r r e n ,  m i g h t  b e  R o b e r t  F ro s t ,  w h o m  w e  k n o w  L e w is  g r e a t ly  a d m i r e d 34
32 Williams writes, in his letter of 31 August 1944,
Shakespeare defined our proper limits when he wrote 'no more than with a pure 
blush thou mayst come off withal' (Lang-Sims 81)
Glen Cavaliero, in  his endnotes to Lang-Sims's little book (Lang-Sims 89), provides the 
actual quotation:
Williams is presumably (mis) quoting Shakespeare's Celia. . . love no man in 
good earnest; nor no further in sport neither, than with safety of a pure blush 
thou mayst in honour come off again."(As You Like It, act I, sc. 2, lines 27-29)
33 Robert Penn Warren, whose first name Lewis seems not to have known despite his 
avowed admiration for his verse, is better known as the author of All the King's Men 
(1946) and for his participation in the anti-Civil Rights manifesto I'll Take M y Stand (1930). 
Brother to Dragons tells the story of a lurid murder of a slave by a cousin of Meriwether 
Lewis (and nephew of Thomas Jefferson) and its consequences. The work was heavily 
revised in  1979, but it w ould have been the original version, published in  1953, which 
Lewis praises so highly.
34 Not only do Lewis's letters make occasional appreciative comments about Frost (e.g., 
Collected Letters III.462, 469, 1224), but Lewis expressed deep regret when, owing to a 
slipped disk, he missed a chance to see Frost in person:
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I am most disappointed. He is one of the few living poets for whom I feel 
something like reverence (855)
Furthermore, as Jason Fisher recently discovered (Lingwe, post of 8 April 2015), when 
Lewis had the chance to propose two authors for the Nobel Prize, the two he chose were 
Tolkien and Frost. Given the high regard in  which he is known to have held his old 
friend Tolkien, this confirms his high opinion of Frost as well.
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b u t w hose  w o rk  can h a rd ly  be  th o u g h t of as a 'm o d e rn  long  p o em ,' o r p e rh ap s  
W.B. Yeats, th e  p o e t w h o  in fluenced  h im  th e  m o s t (Spirits in Bondage, L ew is 's  
first book, b e in g  qu ite  a good  im ita tion  of Yeats, in  m a n n e r if n o t in  
m essage) —b u t again , som eone n o t k n o w n  for w o rk in g  in  the long  p o em  form .
R ead in g  the  S itw ell, how ever, raises doub ts , because  far from  a 
h id d e n  m asterp iece  it tu rn s  o u t to  be w o rd -sa lad : p age  after p age  of doggere l 
w o rth y  of the  g rea t W illiam  M cG onagall h im se lf (he of 'th e  b rid g e  of the 
silvery  Tay ').
Like crystal-clear w ysteria 
After the storm 's hysteria . . .
The farm -pond, fruitish-soft and  ripe 
W as sm ooth as a daguerreotype (36)
In d iv id u a l lines are  likew ise rem arkab le  for the ir inan ity :
W anders a little cold pig-snouted  breeze (50)
The crude p ink  stalactites of rain (91)
stars like em pty w ooden  nu ts (93)
If L ew is is p u tt in g  th is fo rw ard  as th e  stu ff of g rea tness, an d  ran k in g  it w ith  
W illiam s 's  w ork , th en  w e are left w ith  tw o  possibilities.
T he first is th a t L ew is w as an  abso lu te ly  ho p e less  ju d g e  of poetry , 
savo ring  S itw ell's  g ibberish  an d  th e  " th ick e t of obscurities" (to again  bo rrow  
th e  Z a lesk is 's  a p t ph rase ; Fellowship 433) th a t m ake  u p  th e  T aliessin  poem s 
w h ile  q u e ru lo u sly  d en o u n c in g  th e  g rea t poe ts  of h is  e ra  like Eliot, o r P o u n d , or 
D y lan  T hom as, o r A uden . If I m a y  be here tica l for a m om ent, g iven  L ew is 's  
im placab le  o p position  to  M o d e rn ism  an d  d isd a in  for m o s t of th e  g rea t poe ts  of 
h is  lifetim e, it is p e rh ap s  fo rtu n a te  after all th a t h e  n ev er ga in ed  th e  chair of 
P ro fesso r of P oetry . A lth o u g h  it w o u ld  h av e  ra ised  h is  p res tige  w ith in  the 
u n iv e rs ity  a n d  increased  h is  incom e, it w o u ld  also h av e  g iven  h im  a p la tfo rm  
from  w h ich  to  d enounce  m o d e rn  p o e try  in  favor of w rite rs  like S itw ell an d  I
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W illiam s, w h ich  in  tu rn  I believe w o u ld  h ave  done  serious d am ag e  to  L ew is 's  
o w n  s tan d in g  as a critic.
T he second  possib ility  is th a t L ew is is p u tt in g  u s on: th a t p ra is in g  
Sitw ell an d  W illiam s is like dec la ring  M cG onagall th e  g rea test p o e t of h is tim e. 
W e k now  th a t L ew is savo red  u n read ab le  au th o rs  p rec ise ly  for the ir in ep titu d e  
(m ost fam ously  A m an d a  M cK ittrick Ros a n d  h e r  Irene Iddesleigh), b u t I h av e  to 
say  if h e  an y w h ere  g ives any  h in t th a t h e  is ever less th an  sincere in  h is 
ad m ira tio n  for W illiam s, b o th  as a perso n  a n d  as a w riter, I m issed  it.
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